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			Acclaim for The Tale of Princess Fatima, Warrior Woman

			“A gift and a wonder, deftly capturing the nuance and flavor of these tales for a new generation. As someone who’s waited untold years to read these stories: thank you, thank you, thank you.”

			—Jason Porath, author of Rejected Princesses

			“In her beautiful translation, Melanie Magidow captures the forceful yet melodic language of this epic. It is an epic that reveals the wisdom of women through the centuries while tackling issues of gender, color, race, beauty, courage, and war that are pertinent to our times. Indispensable to any library, it should be taught to generations of readers all over the world. One has to be grateful to Magidow for editing and translating it: not only does it contribute to the knowledge of humanity and promote acceptance and tolerance, but it is also a page-turner and really fun to read.”

			—Reem Bassiouney, author of The Pistachio Seller

			“This powerful epic with its all-conquering heroine brings the world of Arab chivalry to blazing life, in a wonderful translation with a very informative introduction.”

			—Humphrey Davies, award-winning translator of Naguib Mahfouz, Elias Khoury, and Alaa al-Aswany

			“By combining delightful, accessible prose with painstaking research and academic rigor, Melanie Magidow has brought medieval Arab history and its narrative traditions to life for a contemporary audience.”

			—Nancy Roberts, award-winning translator of Naguib Mahfouz, Salwa Bakr, and Ibrahim Nasrallah

			“Princess Fatima, Warrior Woman, Fiend of Bani Tayy, Paragon of Ambition, bursts from the pages of this book in glorious splendor, in this timeless tale of a woman’s unwavering commitment to her ideals and beliefs in a hostile and patriarchal world. Throughout her epic battles against Arab tribesmen and Byzantine armies, this unconquerable warrior proves unwavering in her adherence to her code of conduct. Congratulations to Melanie Magidow, her intrepid translator, for such a deft, pacy, intelligent, and fresh translation.”

			—James E. Montgomery, University of Cambridge

			“An emotive, dynamic rendering that exquisitely captures the spirit of the original text, the variety of its characters, and the versatility of its messages. The Tale of Princess Fatima has much to tell us about what it has meant—in different times and places—to be a hero.”

			—Rachel Schine, University of Colorado Boulder

			“Melanie Magidow’s eminently readable translation brings to life the excitement and adventure of this female hero from the early medieval Islamic world. Fatima is a nuanced heroine who composes poetry, fends off potential rapists, wins battles, tricks villains, and governs her kingdom in a turbulent world. [The Tale of Princess Fatima] provides us with a warrior, mother, politician, and strategist for the ages.”

			—Mary Dockray-Miller, Lesley University

			“This engaging and reader-friendly translation brings to life a very important moment in world history, capturing through epic proportions the timeless social issues of race, gender, and class.”

			—Heidi Morrison, University of Wisconsin–La Crosse

			“Dr. Magidow’s selection and translation of this timeless Arabic epic is a watershed event in the history of Arabic literature in the west. The translation is a work of art unto itself. And going against the grain of stereotypes and orientalism, the translation turns the perennial problem of patriarchy and hypermasculinity on its head and reverberates with themes in Shahrazad’s stories, the poetry of Hujayja of the Banu Shaban, Rabi‘a al-Adawiyya, and Wallada bint al-Mustakfi. Readers are generously rewarded as they witness the intrepid spirit of Fatima.”

			—Samer Ali, University of Michigan
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			Introduction

			This book presents selected episodes from the life of the Arab heroine Princess Fatima, Warrior Woman, drawn from the longest Arabic sira,* or epic—the only one named for a woman—and introduces readers to the epic’s memorable characters and their fascinating world. In Arabic, the epic is titled Sirat al-amira Dhat al-Himma, meaning Epic of the Commander Dhat al-Himma. The term amira can be translated as “Princess,” “Warrior Woman,” or “Commander,” among other possibilities. It is a noun of feminine gender and signifies a title of respect and a position of authority.1 As for the name Dhat al-Himma, it can be translated literally as “She of Noble Ambition.” It is a nickname the main character earns through success in her adventures. At birth, she was named Fatima, but as a heroine, she became Dhat al-Himma. This is her story, her sira.

			The events of Sirat al-amira take place from the late seventh century through the ninth century CE, with allusions to events that would happen in the tenth century, during the Arab-Byzantine wars.2 The action begins in the Arabian Peninsula and then moves north to the Arab-Byzantine border (today’s Syria-Turkey border). It follows the adventures of Princess Fatima, her son, and their posse of friends as they move back and forth primarily in the borderlands, with visits to Constantinople and to the caliph’s court in Baghdad. For the Byzantines, the translator has opted to retain the Arabic term, the Rum, to convey the fundamental sense in which these are simply people (whether soldiers or civilians) from the other side of the border.3

			This sira resembles many other heroic tales in world literature. Like in Marvel comics, many of its characters display superhuman abilities that they use to save and to destroy. Like the Chinese heroine Mulan, Princess Fatima proves herself a warrior as a young woman, in a culture in which men dominate the martial arts. Of all the Arabic epics that have come down to us, this one most closely resembles the British tale of Arthur, particularly in the constellation of male and female heroes that surround Princess Fatima, similar to Arthur’s round table of knights (although his knights were all men). We also find similarities to the Robin Hood legend, in that it includes several famous characters: Robin Hood, Little John, King Richard the Lionheart, and Maid Marian for example. The characters engage a strong sense of right and wrong, but sometimes the villain is the one you root for, like when Robin Hood breaks the law to feed the poor. And the setting of the epic, the Arab-Byzantine borderlands, is a liminal space like Sherwood Forest, a mysterious place outside of regulated, urban society, where it seems that anything can happen.

			GENRE

			This epic developed as a cycle of stories celebrating the tribe of Bani Kilab through its heroes and their adventures.4 The term sira has been variously rendered into English as “epic” (a narrative of heroic journeys that cohere into the formation of a nation or community, originating from studies of ancient Greek narrative poetry), “saga” (emphasizing its focus on a heroic family, originating from the study of Old Norse/Icelandic narrative poetry), and “romance” (a narrative of adventures, misadventures, and aimless wanderings, originating from medieval European narrative poetry). Derived from the verb “to go,” as in going through life or walking down a path, it refers to a life story, connoting an exemplary life.5 In the context of popular epics that were created and passed down in oral performance, the sira combines historical persons and events with imaginary characters and situations.

			The relationship between sira and history is a close one. The printed version on which this translation is based opens with a religious paragraph that includes quotations from the Quran. Then it names the famous heroes of the Bani Kilab tribe who feature in this epic and provides an isnad, or chain of transmission, in accord with oral traditions that lay claim to authenticity by tracing a genealogy of narration and factuality:

			
				The one[s] who narrated this amazing epic, and the strange, outlandish events it contains, [are] ʿAli ibn Musa al-Maqanibi, Al-Mahzab ibn Bakr al-Mazini, Salih al-Jaʿfari, Yazid ibn ʿAmmar al-Muzani, ʿAbdullah ibn Wahb al-Yamani, ʿAwf ibn Fahd al-Fazari, Saʿd ibn Malik al-Tamimi, Ahmad al-Shimshati, Sabir al-Maraʿashi, and Najd ibn Hisham al-ʿAmiri. . . . All said that there was no one among the Arabs in the time of the Umayyads, not even the elite people of Maʿadd ibn ʿAdnan, more brave, strong, capable, persevering, dangerous, knowledgeable, proud, wise, of a nobler genealogy, or stronger in battle than Bani Kilab.6

			

			Having located the opening setting in Yemen during the reign of ʿAbd al-Malik ibn Marwan (685–705 CE), in a context of tribal competition, the narrator focuses on a series of heroes, beginning with the great-great-grandfather of Princess Fatima.7 The sira includes a distinctly anti-Umayyad flavor, focusing on the establishment and the wonders of Baghdad, the capital of the succeeding Abbasid caliphate, a city long celebrated in Arabic literature. In doing so, it echoes the tone of many histories about that period from the scholarly tradition in Arabic.

			At the same time, epic hero cycles, like other orally performed genres, include imaginary elements. Whereas The Arabian Nights is constructed with a framing device, hero cycles have a linking construction, in which the episodes of a hero’s life or a hero’s clan are linked.8 The numerous episodes of this epic read like a train of thought, frequently moving from one setting to another. The flexibility of section lengths and endings enables storytellers to resolve a conflict in the story or to leave the audience in suspense, according to their own discretion, and to tailor a storytelling session to the audience, often building on a standard episode several times. Sirat al-amira Dhat al-Himma stands out for being particularly suspenseful. The storytellers use narrative techniques to build tension and return to characters and storylines numerous times, sometimes over long stretches, somehow finding new ways every time to increase interest through drama such as raised stakes, revealing new information, or concluding an earlier plot point.9

			As a genre, the epic may be considered the story of a hero’s life cycle. The first stage in the hero’s life generally consists of exceptional birth, childhood, and development. Fatima looks like a ten-year-old when she is only five.10 Soon thereafter, she is captured during a raid and grows up as a prisoner of war in a foreign camp, where she is assigned the task of herding camels and horses. In the fields, she rides horses and teaches herself the arts of combat. This sojourn allows her to become an exceptional young woman without violating social norms. She makes weapons out of sticks and reeds and learns methods of attack and defense. The exploits of young heroes lead naturally to accomplishment as warriors, defending their people. Fatima departs from typical women’s roles in order to conduct raids and lead warriors into battle. Her combat skills ensure that she can defend herself and her virtue, without which she could not defend her tribe. As the warrior in traditional epics matures, his or her exploits lead increasingly to positions of leadership and rulership. In her later years, Fatima’s power expands and she becomes a respected authority. From an early age, she upholds communal values such as hospitality, and she comes to support the ruling order of society by uniting the Bedouin tribes of her region in the service of the caliph.11

			The sira genre developed in oral tradition, but the trail of handwritten manuscripts is also long. In the twentieth century, printed texts provided a reference for storytellers who continued to entertain audiences with live performances. The creators of Arabic epics sought to entertain and to make a livelihood. The latter meant that they could, and often did, respond to local audience preferences with tones of moralizing, social commentary, recording history, or documenting famous legends.

			Arabic epics were performed in nonelite social settings, allowing for common language and humor. Nevertheless, the freedom of creating imaginary fiction precipitated some differences of opinion in medieval Islamic culture regarding its legality and prudence.12 Perhaps this is partly why at every level, the popular narrative seeks religious legitimation to affirm its place in cultural heritage (in addition to the performance functions of references to God to stimulate vocal participation).13 The characters’ speeches, performers, and books all open with praise of God, thus establishing the sira as an art form beyond reproach in societies guided publicly by religious discourse.

			Narrative genres in the Arabic tradition normally comprise both poetry and prose; they differ not in content but in function. Arabic and Islamic histories, from their earliest examples, contained poetry; thus the presence of poetry is an integral part of establishing narrative credibility. The passages of poetry in this epic also express emotions and perform eloquence. Characters may express themselves in poetry to gain the sympathy of the audience, similar to actors bursting into song in musicals or operas. Many of the poems in this epic also contribute to the action of the sira. Poems can emphasize and enhance an event, and lend it authenticity, and the narrative may also build up to particularly expressive poetry. Through poetry, the audience glimpses characters’ inner selves, as speakers express the story as their own.14

			The oral nature of Sirat al-amira draws in form and content from one of the oldest living literary traditions in the world. One of its distinguishing features is its underlying themes of identity, bravery, and the resilience of the fabric of society (despite its perceived fragility). It explores the tension between individual and community, the power of shared purpose, and the dangers of the murky borderlands between communities where anything is possible.

			BORDERLANDS

			Sirat Dhat al-Himma has been called “the quintessential frontier epic.”15 Two sets of border dynamics work in it: 1) the symbolic borderland of the hero as one who lies just outside of society, and 2) the political borderland between Arab and Byzantine territories. In the first sense, the events that occur in Sirat Dhat al-Himma could take place anywhere, with the hero crossing boundaries of age, gender, class, or social norms, whether by disguise or by transgressing social custom. In the second sense, the events of Sirat Dhat al-Himma reflect a rich variety of characters from the culturally diverse populations on both sides of the Arab-Byzantine border, trespassing boundaries of language, religion, and communal identity. Even the events that occur far from this border take place in both senses.

			The setting of Sirat Dhat al-Himma shifts from Arabia and Iraq to Syria, Egypt, Byzantium, Morocco, and Spain, as well as vaguely remote and imaginary locations. However, most of the action occurs in the border region between the Byzantine Empire and the Islamic caliphate. The Arab and Byzantine powers were the two most prominent in the region during the time portrayed in this narrative. According to the historian Michael Bonner:

			
				The Arab-Byzantine frontier, like most pre-modern frontiers, consisted of a wide zone rather than a specific boundary line. . . . This frontier, like others, has been described as a place of mixing and fusion, a region where the residents on both sides had more in common with one another than with the people of their own hinterlands and capitals.16

			

			Narratives such as Sirat Dhat al-Himma (not to mention a host of other popular stories of eastern Mediterranean border regions) originate in a historical context consisting of a variety of interactions, including but not limited to violence. The many audiences of this epic throughout history may have identified with the tensions of border life because they were under attack by invading forces (such as the Crusaders) or foreign powers (such as colonial authorities), or were faced with unfamiliar ideas or different outlooks (whether within or between communities). Border dynamics represent the widespread presence of differences within a society, and frontier narratives represent a canvas for exploring the ways in which people and social groups interact when they find themselves in borderlands, faced with differences within their own community and/or society.

			The characters in Sirat Dhat al-Himma frequently embody multiple identities, converting from one religion to another, and often reverting to their former religious identity. They may also masquerade as co-religionists, while serving rulers of the other side of the border. Such radical manipulation of social categories reveals the playfulness and skill of sira storytellers and the timeless appeal of exploring social tensions. In a premodern context, stories about changing identities highlight the porous nature of borders and point to the complexity of interactions among individuals, communities, and ideas of diverse cultural origins.

			At the same time, this intercommunal diversity and its tensions reflect the tensions of social identities closer to home. As far as we know, Sirat Dhat al-Himma was composed and retold by male storytellers; its imaginary world and characters reflect the patriarchy and hegemonies of the medieval Arab region at the same time as they appear to upend them. Nevertheless, the female identity of Princess Fatima and other characters is significant, whether hidden or disguised or overridden by other marks of social power. Similarly, the Black identity of characters such as ʿAbdelwahhab or ʿAntar (of another epic) marks them and affects their social status.17

			Sirat Dhat al-Himma highlights women warriors more than any other extant Arabic work.18 The scholar Remke Kruk explains that “the martial women do not represent the female angle in a male discourse, but embody the perceptions, anxieties and desires of men.”19 Such anxieties include marriage and sexuality, the social stigma of having only daughters, and the fascination with the appeal of domination and of dominant women.

			Skin color represents another form of difference within society that this epic takes on. Princess Fatima’s sole child, ʿAbdelwahhab, is Black, although she and the child’s father are not. ʿAbdelwahhab’s coloring makes him stand out, marking him in relation to his parents and his society, and it does cause potentially fatal conflict in the story, but the distinction also works to his advantage, heightening his appearance of strength and his uniqueness. It certainly does not weaken him or exclude him from the family of legendary heroes. As Kruk and Ott point out in their study of the performance of this epic in Marrakesh in 1997, the epic is known in everyday conversation in Morocco as “al-Wahhabiyya,” the “Wahhabi” epic or story cycle. ʿAbdelwahhab gradually joins his mother and their allies as an equal, taking over missions and general leadership, at least for the duration of an episode. He never eclipses his mother entirely, just as she does not eclipse the great heroes of her ancestry, because that would undermine central elements of this heroic genre. He earns a place of equal honor within the family of heroes, with his Blackness being one of the striking features that defines his character. His Blackness also shapes his interactions with different portions of the army, with him commanding and having deeper relationships with people of color than his mother does. The racial and colorist division depicted here was also typical of historical armies generally.20

			Gender also intersects with social status in this epic.21 The storyteller transports the audience to an imaginary historical world of great danger, in which social status is often at stake. Tribes regularly conduct raids on each other, with the loser forfeiting livestock, possessions, family members, and even their freedom. The tribal system demands a life for a life, with the family of anyone wronged seeking retribution because their honor depends on it. Feuds between tribes can last generations, and weakness proves deadly. Fortunes can change swiftly, with a patron and a client switching positions overnight. It is this society that shapes young Fatima, and in which she succeeds in earning a position of fame, fortune, and formidable reputation. Like many epic heroes, she is raised in seclusion from her people—she grows up with a secret identity, and an unknown ancestry. Captured as a prisoner of war in a raid by an enemy tribe, she is stigmatized from childhood by orphanhood and servanthood. When she is captured by the Bani Tayy tribe, she abhors the ease with which her caregiver Suʿda agrees to serve her new masters and refuses to comply, saying, “I’m no slave-girl” (“Ma ana jariyya wa-la khadima”). This scene of her infuriated assertion of her dignity is also the first time the text mentions a facial covering. Fatima wears a burqaʿ that covers her face according to the fashion of noblewomen on both sides of the Arab-Byzantine border, claiming that she serves no one but the Creator.22 Her self-assertion confronts her low social status as she develops from a child to a warrior.

			In the section “The Story of Nura,” the eponymous warrior woman has a romantic and/or sexual preference for women, up until the time she meets Al-Battal. Nura is not the only one in the epic with this orientation; others include Maymuna and Queen Zananir. From the perspective of the narrator, these preferences among women are a source of fitna, or disorder. Nura, and Princess Fatima prior to her marriage, represent a threat to society on several levels. Just as various men seek to press Fatima into marriage, so social pressures in the epic and among its early audiences aim to tame the threat that Nura represents to mainstream values.23

			The epic of Princess Fatima testifies to the tensions and ambiguities inherent in social hierarchies, particularly gender, to the vicissitudes of human life, and to the artistic and creative beauty of Arabic literature, both oral and written. It occupies a literary borderland that permits the mixing of popular and elite genres and motifs in order to engage a variety of audiences across generations. Geographically, it likely reached audiences speaking Arabic, Greek, and other languages, and it continues to cross political boundaries to this day. From a baby whose gender dashed her father’s hopes for political authority, and who seemed to him a dangerous burden, to a young prisoner of war, and finally to a warrior and commander, Fatima Dhat al-Himma and her heroic sira contribute a frequently neglected face to the gallery of Arabic—and world—literature.

			MELANIE MAGIDOW

			NOTES

			1. Throughout this book, I have generally retained the Arabic terms amir and amira, the masculine and feminine forms, respectively, of “leader.” These terms originate in a tribal system and connote authority; other possible translations include “chieftain,” “tribeswoman,” and “noblewoman.”

			2. Composition of the epic began at an unspecified date, but possibly between 1100 and 1143, in northern Syria. See Claudia Ott, Metamorphosen des Epos: Sirat al-Mugahidin (Sirat al-Amira Dat al-Himma) zwischen Mündlichkeit und Schriftlichkeit (Leiden, The Netherlands: Universiteit Leiden, 2003). She specifies post-Mirdasid northern Syria. The Mirdasid dynasty reigned from Aleppo from 1024 to 1080. They were descended from the Bani Kilab tribe and shifted their loyalties back and forth between the Byzantines and the Arab Fatimids who ruled from Cairo. For more on the earliest manuscripts and print editions, see Melanie Magidow, “Epic of the Commander Dhat al-Himma,” Medieval Feminist Forum: A Journal of Gender and Sexuality, Subsidia Series no. 9, Medieval Texts in Translation 6 (2019).

			3. Rum: The term denotes the Romans, referring to the Greek Orthodox Christians of the Byzantine Empire.

			4. Bani Kilab (descended from the Kilab bin Rabiʿa bin ʿAmir people) was a tribe of the ʿAmir bin Saʿsaʿa group in Western Central Arabia, at least as early as the sixth century. The tribe maintained peaceful relations with some neighboring tribes, despite inter-tribal tensions, while feuds persisted between Kilab and their allies and other tribes that bordered their region. The tribe advanced north-northwest, some settling in northern Syria and others on the far side of the Euphrates. See “Kilāb b. Rabīʿa” and “ʿĀmir b. S.aʿs.aʿa” in P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C. E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel and W. P. Heinrichs, eds., Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Brill Online Reference Works (1:101 and 9:441, respectively).

			5. The original sira, which dates from the seventh century, is Al-Sira al-nabawiyya and is an account of the life of the Prophet Muhammad. For more on the term and its history, see Magidow, “Epic of the Commander Dhat al-Himma.” Singular sira becomes sirat in a compound title such as Sirat al-amira Dhat al-Himma. The plural in Arabic is siyar, but here I have used the plural siras for the purpose of accessibility for anglophone readers. I have used the same logic for the plural of amir (leader), making it amirs in English instead of the Arabic plural, umaraʾ.

			6. My translation. Maʿadd ibn ʿAdnan is a mythic forefather in Arab genealogies. As for the authors or narrators named, scholar Edward William Lane declared, “None of them are at present known” (in nineteenth-century Cairo). Lane, An Account of the Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians (London: Alexander Gardner, 1895): 422. To this day, not a single one of the ten men listed in this genealogy has been verified in biographical literature. The only narrator mentioned throughout the text of this epic is Najd ibn Hisham, and he is qualified as muʾallif, sahib, musannif (compiler, etc.). Even that attribution serves more to authenticate the text than to indicate its authorship. Claudia Ott hypothesizes, “The fact that [Najd ibn Hisham] descends from the Bani Kilab, just like the heroes of the Epic, is a probable reason for his ascribed authorship” (Ott, Metamorphosen des Epos, 42–45). I would like to thank Ulrich Marzolph for his personal communication regarding authorship of this epic.

			7. This epic may open in Yemen due to “Yemen’s preeminent role in ancient Arabian civilization and folklore.” Franz Rosenthal, “Muslim Social Values and Literary Criticism: Reflections of the H.adīth of Umm Zarʿ,” Oriens 34 (1994): 31–56.

			8. Lyons, The Arabian Epic, 1:73.

			9. Lyons, The Arabian Epic, 1:62.

			10. ʿAlī ibn Musā al-Maqānibī, Sīrat al-amīra Dhāt al-Himma wa-waladihā ʿAbd al-Wahhāb . . . (Beirut: Al-Maktaba al-Shaʿbiyya, 1980), 1:504.

			11. Maqānibī, Sīrat al-amīra Dhāt al-Himma . . . , 1:556.

			12. See Seeger A. Bonebakker, “Some Medieval Views on Fantastic Stories,” Quaderni di Studi Arabi 10 (1992): 21–43. For attitudes toward popular literature, see Reynolds, “Popular Prose in the Post-Classical Period,” 252–54.

			13. In the context of performances that last hours on end, references to the Prophet Muhammad or to God help reintegrate the audience since they require appropriate responses. See Reynolds, Heroic Poets, Poetic Heroes, 184.

			14. Reynolds, Heroic Poets, Poetic Heroes, 163.

			15. Wen-Chin Ouyang, “Romancing the Epic: ʿUmar al-Nuʿman as Narrative of Empowerment,” Arabic and Middle Eastern Literatures 3, no. 1 (2000): 11.

			16. Michael Bonner, ed., Arab-Byzantine Relations in Early Islamic Times, vol. 8 of The Formation of the Classical Islamic World (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2004): xxv, xxvii.

			17. For more about Blackness, see Schine, “Conceiving the Pre-Modern Black-Arab Hero: On the Gendered Production of Racial Difference in Sīrat al-amīrah dhāt al-himmah.” For more about social drawbacks and heroes, see Heath, The Thirsty Sword, 70–72.

			18. For more about women in Arabic epics, see Lyons, The Arabian Epic, 1:109–18, and Kruk, The Warrior Women of Islam. Kruk, emeritus professor of Arabic language and culture, has written a series of articles on “warrior women” in Sirat Dhat al-Himma and other Arabic epics. She reads Sirat Dhat al-Himma as a collection of “warrior woman” stories, composed within and around the model of its eponymous heroine, and states that warrior women “are present in all the heroic cycles.” Kruk, “Back to the Boudoir,” 135. Also see Amanda Hannoosh Steinberg, “Wives, Witches, and Warriors: Women in Arabic Popular Epic,” (PhD Diss., University of Pennsylvania, 2018).

			19. Kruk, The Warrior Women of Islam, 225.

			20. Thanks to Rachel Schine for contributing this insight.

			21. It is important to note that in addition to class and gender, race or skin color also intersects in this and other epics. Rachel Schine analyzes the accusations Dhat al-Himma faces when she gives birth to a baby with dark skin in her 2019 article, “Nourishing the Noble.” I include here the point that Schine made in personal communication from August 21, 2019: “This is likely due to a conflation that arises in the common semiotic slippage between black people and slaves in Arabic popular literature. . . . On the historical development of the identification of blacks with slavery in theology, literature, and public discourse, see: David M. Goldenberg, Black and Slave: The Origins and History of the Curse of Ham (Boston: De Gruyter, 2017).” Thus, race functions as a subcategory of “servanthood” in my conception of identity markers in the epic of Dhat al-Himma. For a discussion of how the term race applies to premodern contexts, see Geraldine Heng, The Invention of Race in the European Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018).

			22. Maqānibī, Sīrat al-amīra Dhāt al-Himma . . . , 1:506.

			23. Regarding homosexuality between men, it appears in this epic only in cases of outright domination (in one instance, a male warrior sexually assaults a male warrior of the opposing side, and the latter dies of mortification). For readers interested in learning more about the range of sexualities in premodern Arabic literature and culture, see Aysha Hidayatullah, “Islamic Conceptions of Sexuality,” in Sexuality and the World’s Religions, ed. David W. Machacek and Melissa M. Wilcox (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2003): 256–92. For more on female homosexuality, see Samar Habib, Female Homosexuality in the Middle East: Histories and Representations (New York: Routledge, 2009).

		

	
		
			A Note on the Translation

			This abridgment consists of nearly a dozen carefully selected episodes out of a total of some 455 episodes in the unabridged version, which in Arabic spans seven volumes and more than six thousand pages.1 (The unabridged version is divided into seventy parts. In the case of one storyteller in Marrakesh, the oral performance, at one hour per day, took a year and three months to complete.)2 In 1909, a man named ʿAli al-Maqanibi issued the definitive printed edition in Cairo. That edition was reprinted in 1980 in Beirut by the now-defunct publishing house Al-Maktaba Al-Shaʿbiyya. Scholars rely on this edition, whether the Cairo or the Beirut printing. This translation is based on the Beirut printing of the original Maqanibi edition.3 The first three episodes introduce Fatima’s ancestors: her great-great-grandfather Al-Harith, in the first episode; her great-grandfather Jundaba, in the second episode; and her grandfather Sahsah, in the third episode, whose romance with Layla is notably similar to the classic love story of Layla and Majnun in many Islamic cultures.

			Princess Fatima comes on the scene in the fourth episode, born to Mazlum, son of Sahsah. Her mother names her Fatima and cares for her, but Fatima is separated from her family when a rival tribe raids her encampment. She grows up in the rival tribe and must fight to protect herself, becoming Dhat al-Himma, the most formidable warrior of her time, before being reunited with her family. The next three episodes recount her disastrous marriage, her first forays into the borderlands with Byzantium, and her dramatic transition into motherhood.

			The episode titled “Switching Sides” shows the dynamic of the borderlands, with plenty of daring and double-crossing. In “Like Mother, Like Son,” Princess Fatima’s son, ʿAbdelwahhab, comes of age, following in her heroic footsteps. “The Story of Nura” provides a brilliant example of the stock scene of warriors coming across a secluded castle or cloister, where they find one or more beautiful and formidable women; Nura stands out as another strong woman warrior in this epic, this time from the Byzantine side. In “A Final Adventure,” Princess Fatima and her companions face a deadly trap, and the epic concludes with some measure of resolution in the Arab-Byzantine conflict.

			

			—

			This is the most extensive rendition of the epic into English to date. However, it is an abridgment and also not a literal translation.4 It is not intended as an assist to parsing the Arabic.5

			This translation is also not “neutral,” if indeed any translation could be. Emily Wilson, the first woman to translate Homer’s Odyssey into English, said, “I, like all translators, make choices, and those choices are informed by my experiences as a human being as well as a scholar.”6 I made three main choices. The first was about the narrative voice: I took my cues from the long line of storytellers who have transmitted this epic over the ages by becoming the teller of this story. I did not add my own stories to the text, but I delivered it in my style, sensitive to the patriarchal and dominant strains in the omniscient narrator that would lose contemporary readers. The second choice was to gently downplay some of the religious phraseology, by removing a few culturally specific references that distract from the plot and characters. My rationale for this choice is simple: this is not a religious or dogmatic text, and I have thus tailored it to a broad audience reading in English in a contemporary, pluralistic context. The third choice was to remove gratuitous descriptions of violence. Again, within a live performance context, a storyteller can gauge the audience and choose to present more or fewer gory details. There are times when I opt, for example, for fewer words to describe decapitation; keeping some details off the page allows readers to use their imaginations.

			Like Mark Polizzotti (Sympathy for the Traitor: A Translation Manifesto, 2018), I see the translator’s job as one of interpretation of the author’s art, re-creating or representing the source text to make it intelligible in the same way that it would be to the original audience. For the original audiences of Sirat al-amira Dhat al-Himma, it was primarily a story of heroic action. I have aimed to retain the excitement and adventure, but I measure the violence against the priority to maintain the sympathy of the protagonist. My version of this sira is, to quote the author Jhumpa Lahiri, “just one of many that might have been. . . . Translation is an act of doubling and converting, and the resulting transformation is precarious, debatable even in its final form.”7 As a scholar and an avid reader, I find this epic entertaining because of its captivating storyline, including reversals of fortunes, revelations of secrets, and reimaginings of the past. Translating a source text some nine hundred years after these tales were composed, I have made every effort to retain its ability to entertain. My hope was not to copy and paste it into English, but to convey its stories as a storyteller, engaging a contemporary audience with an old and largely forgotten tale of a woman who dazzled, persevered, and succeeded against the odds.

			NOTES

			1. Dhat al-Himma’s greatest part in events takes place in volume 1 of 7, although her death is not mentioned until the final pages of volume 7. There are 951 pages in volume 1 of the Maqanibi edition, with Fatima/Dhat al-Himma starring until the last line. After volume 1, episodes tend to circulate between characters, with many of them focusing more on her son ʿAbdelwahhab, the warrior Al-Battal, and others.

			2. Kruk and Ott, “ ‘In the Popular Manner,’ ” 189.

			3. ʿAlī ibn Musā al-Maqānibī, Sīrat al-amīra Dhāt al-Himma wa-waladihā ʿAbd al-Wahhāb . . . (Beirut: Al-Maktaba al-Shaʿbiyya, 1980). Initially, I acquired this copy of Sirat Dhat al-Himma because it was the version available in Morocco, where I was working in the early 2000s. This was significant because I was interested in having a copy of the text used by storytellers in Morocco at that time. Wen-chin Ouyang has used this same Beirut edition in her scholarship. It consists of seven volumes, seventy parts, and about six thousand pages. Scholars such as Malcolm Lyons, Remke Kruk, and Rachel Schine have opted for the Cairo 1909 edition, also seven volumes and seventy parts. Other scholars and I have only just begun comparing the Cairo and Beirut printings. There do not seem to be great differences, but this is an area for future research, as is the degree of difference between the other various manuscript and printed editions.

			4. For those interested in the translation process of popular Arabic texts, Lena Jayyusi employs a technique for distinguishing between summarized sections (paraphrase) and translated sections (closer to word-for-word literal translation). In her translation of The Adventures of Sayf Ben Dhi Yazan, there are two different fonts, one for paraphrase and one for translation. In an early stage of translating Sirat Dhat al-Himma, I tried using this technique. However, I found it excessively challenging and constraining to have to keep to such a distinction. My most readable translations of this text result from a certain measure of freedom to select, reduce, summarize, and re-create in the interest of retaining the literary value of this entertaining text.

			5. Students of Arabic can refer to the Principal Characters section that precedes the English translation for a transliteration of names with all diacritics present.

			6. Alta L. Price, “Women Translating the Classics: An Interview with Emily Wilson, Sholeh Wolpé, and Arshia Sattar,” Words without Borders, undated, https://www.wordswithoutborders.org/dispatches/article/women-translating-the-classics-emily-wilson-sholeh-wolpe-arshia-sattar.

			7. Jhumpa Lahiri, introduction of her translation of Trick, by Domenico Starnone (New York: Europa Editions, 2016), 20.
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			A Note on Pronunciation

			Spellings of Arabic words are based on mainstream U.S. English spellings and the International Journal of Middle East Studies (IJMES) transliteration system. In the few words that have been retained directly from Arabic, it will be helpful to readers to keep in mind that “i” is pronounced like “i” in the words pizza and taxi. This will be useful when reading poetry, such as the following excerpt:

			
				Return to him, saying Sir Sidi,

				Her dowry request is great

				If you want her beauty,

				You must knock her down in a duel

				If you lose this combat parley,

				You renounce all claims to her

			

		

	
		
			Principal Characters

			Al-Harith (Arabic: Al-Ḥārith): Fatima’s great-great-grandfather

			Jundaba1: Fatima’s great-grandfather, son of Al-Harith

			Sahsah (Ṣaḥṣāḥ)2: Fatima’s grandfather, son of Jundaba

			Zalim (Ẓālim): Fatima’s uncle, son of Sahsah

			ʿIsam (ʿIṣām): Fatima’s aunt, wife of Zalim

			Walid (Walīd), pronounced “Waleed”3: Fatima’s cousin, son of Zalim

			Mazlum (Maẓlūm), pronounced “Ma-zloom”: Fatima’s father, son of Sahsah

			Salam (Salām): Fatima’s mother, wife of Mazlum

			Suʿda (Suʿdā): Servingwoman, mother of Marzuq

			Marzuq (Marzūq): Fatima’s milk-brother and assistant

			Fatima (Al-amīra Dhāt al-Himma), also shortened to Delhimma, or called the Fiend: (al-dāhiyya) or simply the amira (pronounced “ameera”): Primary hero of the epic

			Ahmed (Aḥmad)4: Fatima’s master, member of the Bani Tayy

			ʿAbdelwahhab (ʿAbd al-Wahhāb): Fatima’s son

			Al-Battal (Al-Baṭṭāl): Warrior who joins Fatima and her son

			Shumadris5: Bishop of the Byzantine Church

			Nura (Nūra): Byzantine warrior princess

		

	
		
			The Tale of Princess Fatima, Warrior Woman

		

	
		
			ANCESTORS: THE OPENING EPISODE OF THE EPIC1

			Al-Harith (Fatima’s great-great-grandfather) was a legendary leader of the Bani Kilab tribe. He led a brave life of hunting in the rugged Yemeni deserts, steppes, and river valleys in the days of the seventh-century caliph ʿAbd al-Malik bin Marwan.2 One day, in the process of capturing some ferocious men and looting a camp, he saw a girl named Al-Rabab, and he fell in love. The girl’s father, emotionally attached to her, cried when Al-Harith approached. Al-Harith asked the father, “Why are you crying, Shaykh?”3

			“I’m crying because you’re taking my daughter by force. If you didn’t take her against her will, then I would not cry. If you really want her, then marry her properly. It’s to your advantage, ultimately, to follow the prophet’s example.”

			Al-Harith readily released the elderly man, his daughter, and all their people, giving the man one thousand she-camels and a hundred gold dinars as dowry. After ensuring that the marriage was legitimate and respectable, Al-Harith and Al-Rabab moved on into the wilderness.

			It was not long before Al-Rabab became pregnant. One night near the end of her pregnancy, she saw in her dreams that she was in a desert, surrounded by plains. As she neared a tall hill, her hem lifted and fire came out from beneath it in incandescent colors. When it reached the ground, it burned everything both near and far. She whirled around, and she too was engulfed in flames.

			Al-Rabab started in her sleep in sheer terror. Al-Harith asked, “What’s wrong, dear?”

			“I saw something terrible and had such a fright,” and she told him her dream from start to finish.

			“Tomorrow I’ll get a diviner. I’ll bring you someone knowledgeable. You can tell him the dream and see what he says.”

			At daybreak, Al-Harith rode to the scholar’s camp. There he exchanged greetings and introduced himself, and the men of the camp invited him to sit with them before asking what he needed. He explained, “Gentlemen, I come to you in need. I have seen you defer to this shaykh, and I understand that he is incredibly wise.” Then Al-Harith sat closer to the shaykh, greeted him, and recounted his wife’s vision.

			The shaykh replied, “I see that yours is a special situation, and so the interpretation will also be uncommon. For if I am correct, based upon my knowledge of the holy books of all the great peoples, this woman will give birth to an extraordinary child, unmatched in his time for greatness, ethics, and good looks. Yet I fear that the mother will die when he appears safely in this world.”

			Al-Harith found the news generally positive. “The important thing is that he will live. His mother and I have seen much, and death comes for rich and poor alike.”

			Al-Harith returned to his camp with the shaykh and took him to meet his wife. He told her what the shaykh had said and asked her to recount her dream. Turning to the shaykh, she spoke in verse:

			
				O Shaykh, by the Sacred Family,

				By Mina, Zamzam, and the Maqam of Abraham,

				I had an astonishing dream

				Hear my words, and interpret my vision

				I saw that I was in a great desert,

				Spacious prairies surrounding me.

				Beneath me was a tall sand dune,

				My hem lifted, and my tears fell,

				And from within me there came a fire

				It flared and burned

				In many colors, including black

				It spread, burning the tent,

				Burning the tribes and campsites

				It turned, lighting up the darkness, and

				I was terrified and afraid:

				That is what happened to me in the dream.

			

			The shaykh replied in kind:

			
				I tell you the meaning of the dream,

				And what you saw in the dark,

				Your child nears, full of fury,

				He will be long remembered.

				He will arise, a brave and heroic warrior,

				Stirring up enemies among every people

				He will be raised an orphan, lacking both father and

				Mother, and he will travel far and wide

				From him there will come a valiant leader

				Opposing enemies with the sword

				This is the sign I have from my studies

				In interpretation of your dream.

			

			Then he recorded the dream and the baby’s genealogy, put it in a tiny silver case, and gave it to Al-Rabab as an amulet for the baby.

			Within days, Al-Harith fell ill and died. The leader’s death, in a time of instability, caused chaos. No longer held back by fear and respect for Al-Harith, nearby tribes sought to claim all that was his. For Al-Rabab, the unrest followed a time of peace made possible by her husband’s bravery. She cried hard for the memory of him and composed poetry mourning her loss. In grave danger, she decided to escape with the remaining servant, the others having already fled. Unfortunately, he had remained out of desire for her, which would prove her demise. When Al-Rabab asked the servant for help, he asked what he could do for her.

			“Travel with me by night, so that no horses will come across us, and deliver me to my people or to any of the Arab encampments that will offer us sanctuary. We’ll go in plain clothes because I fear that someone might take advantage of me. You know how much your master Al-Harith used to assert himself over the Arabs. I have become a prize. . . . Some hostile leader might demand from me that which men want from women, but I swear by the Victorious, the Almighty Sovereign, I will not give in to any man, good or bad.” 4

			“My Lady, I am at your service.” They rode away at night as refugees, leaving most of the wealth behind. When he swerved away from the path, she followed unknowingly. They had been nearing a camp led by a man named Darim, but the servant saw her beauty and could not resist an attempt to seduce her. Al-Rabab resisted with insults and exhorted him to protect her honor and her person, but he claimed that he had waited long enough. She screamed at him that she had declined the offers of great leaders, so how could she give in to a servant? At the height of their argument, the servant knocked Al-Rabab to the ground, and she began bleeding. The servant backed away and asked, “What is this blood?”

			Al-Rabab answered, “Didn’t you know that I was pregnant with Al-Harith’s child? You pushed me so hard that I’ve gone into labor.” He dragged her to the river to wash, then moved away to think. Al-Rabab sat by the river crying, shaking from the contractions, wishing she could die instead of enduring the pains of labor. A little while later, Al-Rabab gave birth to a boy, like a piece of the moon. She cut the umbilical cord, wrapped him in a piece of her sash and her scarf, and put the silver amulet on him. Then she took him into her lap, and as he began nursing, his eyes opened. Looking down at him, she whispered, “Where is your father? If only he could gaze on you. . . . But this must be God’s will for us. . . .”

			The servant, overtaken by frustration after so nearly attaining his desire, blamed Al-Rabab for the timing of the birth. Despite her protestations that the timing was out of her hands, he struck her with a sword, and she slumped to the ground, dead. The servant took what money she had and left her on the sand before escaping to a mountainous area. Al-Rabab lay on her side, the infant in her lap, still latched to her breast.

			A man named Darim ruled the valley where Al-Rabab lay. His wife had recently given birth to a son who did not survive. In order to distract him from his grief, he took his people’s advice and went out hunting with some of his kinsmen. When a herd of wild animals saw the approaching hunting party, they dispersed and fled. In the chase, Darim was led by fate to the place where he discovered a baby still suckling from the fallen corpse of his mother. Despite the heat, the baby was healthy, and beautiful “like the moon.” God had sent a cloud of jundaba locusts to shade him.5 Darim turned to one of his companions, saying, “Cousin, look at this murdered girl, the baby at her side, and the cloud of locusts giving him shade. See how the mother is nursing him even though she is dead. Tell me at once: What do you make of this?”

			The man, who was Darim’s adviser and right hand, deduced a story from the scene: “Sir, such mysteries only God can know fully. If only I had known of her, I could have saved her from this. However, I’ll tell you what I imagine happened. This girl was born to a noble family. A ruler asked to marry her, but a servant caught her eye, and she ended up losing her virginity. When her family learned of the relationship, they brought her to this place and killed her when she gave birth. They left the baby at her side and left her as she lays now. That’s what occurs to me.”

			“How dare you insult her! If she had fornicated, she wouldn’t be nursing him while dead, and God would not have sent the swarm to shade him.” Turning to the corpse, he mused in verse,

			
				I wonder who killed you,

				Who felled you with his sword?

				Were you an innocent victim,

				Or were you by fate served?

				You are clearly a noblewoman

				And I think virtuous, because of the milk poured . . .

				May the little one have a bright future,

				Blessed by the Lord.

			

			“I’m sure you’re right, Sir. Your son just passed away, and this boy is clearly precious. You should take care of him.”

			Darim sent a messenger, calling for women skilled in preparing a corpse for burial and for men to dig a grave. He oversaw the funeral, praying over her, and removed his outer garments in order to descend into the grave to lay the body carefully in the ground before covering it with dirt. Then he returned home, the baby in his arms.

			His wife, Husna, met him at the door, inquiring about why he had needed a corpse washer and what he had found during the hunt. He told her what had happened from start to finish, saying, “I went hunting for a wild animal, but instead I bring you a wonder. . . . It’s a boy!” He handed her the baby, and the amulet that he had worn. “Take this amulet, and put it over his head. I feel as if this is the baby we lost. Let’s raise him, and may he bring us blessings.” Husna put the amulet over the baby’s head and kept the child.

			An old woman accused the baby of illegitimate birth. So Husna asked her husband about the child’s parentage when he returned from a meeting and expressed her concern for their reputation. Darim replied, “Cousin, don’t worry about that. People say all kinds of crazy things. This child’s mother was the daughter of a great amir. If she had been dishonorable, then the Compassionate would not have indicated her innocence by allowing her dead body to continue nursing her infant. Nor would there have been a swarm of locusts shading the babe. Look, I’ll give you ten gold dinars every month, and you feed the baby and take care of him. The Compassionate won’t disappoint us if we are patient and do what is right.”

			“All right, what shall we name him?” Husna asked.

			“Jundaba, because I found jundaba locusts at his head.”

			Husna took Jundaba in her lap and nursed him until he was full, and she and Darim came to love their new son.

		

	
		
			JUNDABA’S CHILDHOOD AND FIRST ADVENTURE1

			At seven, Jundaba attended Quranic school. As he grew up, he rode horses and learned the arts of combat. Through regularly challenging local champions and learning from them, Jundaba gradually developed into a capable rider and a ferocious warrior.

			One day, as Darim was riding with his companions, he stumbled upon the land of a woman named Al-Shamta. Not knowing that she was a fierce warrior in her own right, he began to drive her livestock away, as was the custom among rivals. After all, he was accompanied by one hundred warriors. Then he heard a horn blown to alert Al-Shamta of a threat. Al-Shamta mounted her horse and rode to attack him and his companions. She felled many of them before making for him as quickly as water bursting out of the narrowness of a pipe. Realizing his mistake, he attempted to fight her, but she blocked his blows and overcame him, knocking him off his horse. She jumped down from her mount and tied him with his own turban, before slapping his horse on the rump, sending it away. His remaining servants fled from her and returned to his camp, calling out the terrible news of Darim’s capture. One of Darim’s servants returned with his master’s horse, confirming the news.

			By this time, Darim and Husna had ten strapping sons in addition to Jundaba, who was away herding animals in the mountains. The sons were knowledgeable about warfare and combat, so the people of Darim’s camp appealed to them to rescue their father. They set out on horseback to avenge him, fully armored and carrying spears. When they arrived within sight of Al-Shamta’s fortress, and she realized that they were Darim’s sons, Al-Shamta rose to meet them like a hungry lioness. She put on her battle dress and went out like a mother protecting her cub. Carrying her spear and moving like a tiger, she entered the square outside and stood in its center. She addressed the young men: “Sons of Lord Darim, I have come out to you, so finish me off here in this square or be exterminated.”

			The eldest, like a great lion, approached her and spoke in rhyme,

			
				Al-Shamta, I am here to ransom my father.

				If you bring him out, I’ll be no bother.

			

			She replied in kind,

			
				You’ve sealed your fate. I am Al-Shamta, whom even lions fear.

				For you, it is now too late.

			

			She attacked him, baring her teeth. Then she parried, evading him, and said, “May God give me victory over you all!”

			Hearing the plural in her words, the eldest son assumed that his brothers had joined behind him to help him attack her. She distracted him, and while he was caught off guard, she grabbed the end of his turban and used the cloth to tie him up. When his brothers saw this, they all wanted to attack her, but forty warriors had joined her in an instant. They could not possibly win a battle at these odds, so the second eldest took his turn in single combat with Al-Shamta. Their exchange did not last long before she had bested him, and then she set to beating each of his brothers in turn.

			When the news traveled to their mother, she screamed and cried inconsolably. She challenged the people of Darim’s camp to arise and fight Al-Shamta. But no one took the challenge, and she went about mourning and fearing for her sons and their father.

			Then Jundaba returned with the herds that he had been shepherding. During the months of his absence, he had grown into a strong man. When he saw the desperation of the only mother he had ever known, and heard the news from her, and that no one would go to right this wrong, he was very disturbed. He swore that he alone would rescue his brothers and Darim with his spear and his strength, “and if I fail to protect my father and brothers, then I am not of Darim’s family. Pray for me, that God will help me and bring me home safely.”

			Then Jundaba mounted a tall, lean palomino. He carried a sharp sword and a dark spear and rode to Al-Shamta’s fortress. When she saw him, she saw courage shining from his eyes. She mounted a horse as fierce as a wolf. Approaching him at a gentle pace, she called out, “Who are you, who seeks his own demise? If you are lost, we will guide you. If you are a guest, we will host you.”

			Jundaba replied, “Do not consider me as one who merely happened upon your land. I am a huntsman come to tear this valley apart, and I aim to kill you.”

			She replied, “Too bad for you. I can see that you are very young, and so I will make this easy for you. I am Al-Shamta. You know what happened to your father, Darim, my hostage. His children are all mine as well, and you will soon join them!”

			Jundaba’s face darkened. “Al-Shamta, I am like no warrior you have ever fought before. You have overpowered people for too long. By my hand alone, your entire fortress will fall, and Darim and his sons will go free. You have been a thorn in everyone’s sides for too long!”

			Al-Shamta attacked him with a thrust of her sword and found him solid and unfazed. He blocked her moves, and the day lengthened, the heat increasing until the earth shone with heat waves. When Jundaba saw Al-Shamta’s fighting force of forty seasoned Black warriors gathering behind her, he switched his tactics to offense. He attacked, forcing her to the limits of her abilities, and finally ran her through with his sword. Seeing their leader dead on the ground, the warriors charged at Jundaba as one whole.

			Jundaba faced them like thirsty ground receiving the first drops of rain. He met them with firmness, yelling, “Don’t tempt me! Are you insane? Al-Shamta’s end is in your favor! I wish you no harm. You are fierce like brave lions, and yet you’ve been working for a hag who never deserved you. If your loyalty lies in payment, then know that I won’t take one ʿuqal.”

			At that, the warriors looked at one another and said, “He’s right.” Speaking for all of them, one said, “Do as you like. We’ll support you.”

			Jundaba replied, “You are all honorable members of the people of Ham, son of Noah. I wish you no harm. As tokens of my good wishes, I leave this fort to you, and all the wealth that it contains, to be evenly divided among you. All I want is the peaceful release of my father and brothers.”

			The warriors were impressed by his graciousness, as well as his martial skills. They accompanied him to the citadel. Jundaba entered the place where his foster father was imprisoned and released him and his sons from their shackles. He led them out of the fortress and mounted them on tall horses. Together they returned home, accompanied by some herds and valuables that they had been given.

			News of the rescue preceded them; all the people of their band came out to meet the party and to honor Jundaba. The story of his rescue made him famous, and he became an instructor for young people who sought him out in order to learn from the best.

		

	
		
			THE ROMANCE OF LAYLA AND SAHSAH1

			After many adventures, Jundaba lost a battle in a botched attack, wounding both his body and his reputation within the Bani Kilab clan. One day he called for his brother ʿAttaf, walking forward to greet him with the aid of a staff. ʿAttaf was handsome, wealthy, and successful. With numerous herds and a large band of followers, he represented a much more stable future for the clan.

			“Brother, leadership requires resources,” began Jundaba, “and I have lost mine. I don’t even like to ride anymore, since the loss of Muzna, my favorite horse. My time has passed, but I am responsible for others. I think it would be best if you took my place as amir of the Bani Kilab.”

			Then he called together his tribe, and his warriors agreed to follow ʿAttaf. The new leader distributed horses, camels, silver, and gold, and the people celebrated the dawning era of prosperity.

			Jundaba retired from public life, living a little apart. He wore rough clothing and suffered from bouts of illness. His friends deserted him. One night after his prayers, Jundaba laid down to sleep and had a vision.

			“Jundaba,” said the night visitor, “take heart. God has ordained that you will enter paradise. Moreover, you will have a son who will take your place, uniting the tribes and leading the people. Rejoice and worry not about your losses.”

			Jundaba passed away a short time later and was shrouded and buried. He was mourned by all his people, from the children to the elders. A few days later, his wife discovered that she was pregnant. As she was living in poverty, she thought, I must go see amir ʿAttaf.

			She found him sitting in council, surrounded by people, so instead she went to visit his wife. She wept as she spoke, “My Lady, God has protected you from poverty, and yet you and your husband still lead justly. You have seen and heard of our losses. I come to you in my time of need. When their men die, we women are humbled; hearts are hardened against us.”

			ʿAttaf’s wife inclined her head. “Amira,” she said, “our treasury is yours. It’s true: I’ve never been poor. But the only reason I didn’t offer you support earlier is that I didn’t want to break your heart by making you feel like a charity case. Whatever fortune we have now is in part from you and your people. Please, live with us. What we have is yours.” She gave Jundaba’s widow some of her own garments and designated a central place for the widow within her pavilion.

			Jundaba’s widow stayed with ʿAttaf’s wife, eating and drinking with her, for a full week, and nothing was withheld from her. Then ʿAttaf returned from his council, and his wife told him of Jundaba’s widow. ʿAttaf’s eyes grew misty, and he murmured, “Treat others as you want to be remembered.”

			

			—

			It so happened that the two women were both pregnant, and they began labor on the same day. One on each end of the pavilion, they were both attended by the midwives. The widow gave birth first, to a son as stunning as the full moon. Then ʿAttaf’s wife gave birth to a girl like the rising moon. She was named Layla, “Night,” and the boy was named Sahsah, “Bright.” They thrived like two shining stars and were raised together.

			When they turned fifteen, they were both outstanding among their peers. Layla had black eyes and a long, graceful neck, and her smile was like a light in the darkness. Sahsah had a noble bearing and a gift for eloquence. Bravery shone from his eyes, and he moved with grace.

			Layla would join her companions to pick flowers in the meadow, and Sahsah would go out to be in nature. One day, as Layla gathered blooms into her arms like a peacock’s tail, Sahsah was taken by the lovely sight of her and the beautiful surroundings. His heart was wounded by the coquetry of her eyes. It overflowed, its contents pouring from his tongue in the form of poetry.

			When Layla heard him, she was embarrassed and said, “Sahsah, you disgrace me with your poetry.”

			He replied, “My Lady, I neither meant you nor named you.”

			Worried nonetheless, she returned home to confide in her mother. Her mother said, “He must have meant someone else. After all, he is merely an orphan living under your father’s protection.”

			One of the maids heard these words and spoke of the incident to some of her girl cousins. Somehow the news reached Layla’s father. Furious that his daughter’s charms might be exposed and even made popular and unforgettable through poetry, ʿAttaf summoned his wife.

			“Cousin,” he concluded, “this Sahsah has reached manhood, and Layla has reached womanhood. They are accustomed to each other’s company since childhood, but the time has come for them to part ways. Otherwise we could lose face among the clans.” His wife agreed and went immediately to confront Sahsah.

			“Peace be upon you,” Sahsah greeted Layla’s mother on her approach.

			She returned his greeting, “Waʿalaykum salam. Son, you have reached manhood, as everyone can tell. It is time for you to move on before you bring shame on us all. I say this not because I don’t like you, but because I am concerned what people might say about us.”

			Sahsah’s head and shoulders dropped, as if pulled down by reins. As he turned, tears flowed down his cheeks. He walked home, composing gloomy love poetry in his head.

			When he complained to his mother that Layla’s parents had cut off their support and forebade him from seeing Layla, she replied, “Son, this is what comes of that tongue of yours. If you had not spouted off poetry about Layla, we would be living comfortably all our lives. You put your uncle and his family in danger of gossip. You endangered Layla’s prospects for marriage. Anyone envying or resenting them is sure to benefit from your behavior. You are merely an orphan and should not abuse the favor of those who helped raise you. Now you leave your moping and mooning around, and get to work. You and I will have to rely on our own strength now.”

			“No!” Sahsah broke into verse:

			
				I am alight with passion—

				For Layla, lonely

				Blame me if you want,

				It means naught to me.

			

			His mother felt sorry for him, but she was also concerned about his reputation and his future. She warned him that pursuing Layla was potentially dangerous.

			“But, Mother, she’s perfect for me. And isn’t she my paternal cousin? There is no shame in my paternity. We may be poor now, but our fortunes could turn.”

			“Shh! Do you want to ruin us? If talk like that reached your uncle, he’d be hard-pressed not to kill you on the spot, or at least banish you from here. Look, we’d be going hungry tonight if your uncle’s household did not provide for us. When this is your reality, you have certain responsibilities. How does one climb to the heavens to reach the stars? One doesn’t—not even with the support of allies—whether of the East or the West.”

			Sahsah sighed, and a tear spilled down his cheek. His longing for Layla grew, but his only recourse was poetry:

			
				My heart heeds naysayers not

				Don’t tell me to be patient

				My heart is full to bursting

				They tell me to keep away

				As if I were some vagabond.

				Even from a distant land,

				My heart homes to her

				At news of her, my very being flies

				Your face alone, dear Layla,

				Remains my beacon.

			

			“Mother, do you still have Father’s old tent?”

			“Yes, I stored it with a relative.”

			“Why don’t you go get it, and we can set up camp on our own. I’ll put it at the edge of the campsite.” This sounded sensible to Sahsah’s mother, because the end of the campsite was reserved for the poor and the needy. She went to ʿAttaf’s wife’s quarters for a few items, and they settled into the old tent at the far end of the campsite. It took all Sahsah’s willpower to resist the urge to go near his uncle’s pavilion so he could check on Layla.

			One day, when Sahsah’s mother came to pick something up, Layla asked her, “How’s my cousin?”

			“My dear, he’s a wreck. He spends his nights gazing at the stars.” She told Layla everything, even reciting Sahsah’s lovelorn poetry.

			Layla sobbed, “Oh, Auntie, you know my parents didn’t send him away because they didn’t like him. They were just worried about what people would say about us being together so much. I love him . . . so much more than he loves me! If only his tongue had not lost him my father’s protection. Tell him to keep his feelings under wraps and be patient. As they say, patience is beautiful.2 May the One who allowed our separation see fit to bring us back together.” She handed her a few coins. “Tell him to take heart, Auntie. Kiss his face and hands for me, and then tell him this:

			
				Oh Sahsah, I have passion

				Twice as much as yours.

				I concealed from you my ardor

				Now you conceal yours

				Talk reached my father

				I exhort patience upon myself for fear of losing you

				Love has foreordained to censure us

				For now, act unattached.

			

			Sahsah’s mother was heartened to learn of Layla’s devotion to her son. “God bless you, Layla. Thank you,” and she left to find her son. At home, he had just come in, so she called to him and recited for him Layla’s poetry.

			Sahsah did not sleep well that night.

			

			—

			At eighteen, Sahsah still loved Layla. My only fault, he mused, is my poverty. Why don’t I go out and find myself a fortune? I have no horse, armor, equipment, or money, but I also have nothing to lose.3 He set out, barefoot, wearing only a shirt with sleeves too short. He looked the part of the orphan, someone lacking the support of a provider.

			At dinnertime, his mother searched for him but could not find him. She feared that he had gone to his uncle’s house, but when he was not there either, people began speaking of the poor son of Jundaba, if only his father could see him now. ʿAttaf sent out a search party, but they returned empty-handed, and the tribe mourned his loss. Sahsah’s mother wept at the grave of her late husband.

			

			—

			Sahsah walked by night and by day for three days, seeking fortune, or at least an end to his misery. On the fourth day, he arrived at a spacious meadow. Water lapped nearby, complete with waves, as if it were a sea. The land had absorbed buckets of water from the clouds overhead. Gazelles frolicked in the meadow, and birds sang on branches. There were flowers in bloom, and animals moved in the shade of the trees. Summer, in all his glory, had set up camp in the meadow, his pavilions laid out with flags flying. Having driven off winter, his troops filled the area with heaps of his bounty.

			Sahsah halted and drank some water. He ate some of the food he had brought. Then he washed himself and prayed. As he sat on the ground, he ached to return but knew that his poverty would continue to hold him back. He raised his palms toward the sky, saying, “You who taught Adam the names of things, Creator of the heavens and the earth, I ask you in the name of all the prophets you sent, and your angels who remain near to us, and all those who follow you, including the one to whom you revealed your ayat, please ease my burdens.4 Grant my desire, and bless me with legitimate wealth so I may return with it to my people. I ask this of the One who is near and hears our prayers.”

			The next morning, he washed and prayed the dawn prayer before eating from his dwindling provisions. Suddenly he noticed someone riding toward him. The horse was massive, built like a mountain. Sahsah remained seated until the horse reached him. The rider spoke as if with his last breath, “Peace be upon you.” He was bleeding and injured. “Please, help me down.” Sahsah helped ease the man to the ground, brought him water to drink, and treated his wounds.

			He was dazzled by the horse. This horse could travel faster than a bird and stood as solid as a pillar of iron. Sahsah found himself in sympathy with its rider. “Tell me who did this to you.”

			“To be honest, I am a horse thief by trade. All my life, I have been stealing horses at night. I have stopped at nothing and feared no one. This is Shahiq; you may have heard tales of him. I set out from my tribe with the aim of taking this horse. From the stories alone, I had estimated his value at the price of four hundred camels, five male slaves, and five female slaves. When I arrived at their camp, I watched and waited, biding my time for days. Finally, I got him alone. As soon as I touched him with a crop, he flew away with me like a falcon! The whole tribe pursued me on horses from every direction, their swords drawn. Some of them preceded me to the river valley, to head me off. There they fell on me, injuring me pretty severely. But he rose like a shooting star or a deadly arrow, leaving them behind in a cloud of dust. It’s been three days, and I’m still losing blood. My strength is gone, and I feel the world slipping away. I see that you don’t have much to your name. Who are you?”

			“My father was Jundaba of Bani Kilab.” Sahsah recounted his story to the wounded rustler.

			“Listen to me, boy. If you can carry me on my horse’s back and return me to my people—you’ll have to ride behind me—he’s yours. If I die on the way, just take the horse in payment for helping me. I think you’re more deserving of him than I am.”

			Sahsah agreed to help, but the rustler passed away that night. The next morning, Sahsah washed and buried him. Then he rode home.

			

			—

			ʿAttaf was delighted by the sight of the formidable horse. “Tell me what happened,” he urged. At the end of Sahsah’s story, ʿAttaf leaned back. “We were all worried about you when you went missing. Welcome back!”

			Sahsah gave the horse to his uncle. ʿAttaf said, “I remember hearing of this horse. If his owner had been willing to sell, I would have gladly paid one thousand camels for him. Now I have him for nothing, thanks to you, Ibn Jundaba.

			“I won’t leave you walking,” ʿAttaf said with a laugh, and called for a horse with the coloring of a blackbird. He also gave Sahsah a sword and armor, one hundred sheep, and ten camels. Sahsah thanked him and returned to his mother. She cried out in joy, covering his face with kisses.

			

			—

			During one of Sahsah’s sleepless nights, he interrupted his forlorn reverie of poetry by calling for a woman who he knew waited on Layla. He related his story to her, concluding, “Here’s what I want you to do. Go to her and tell her how miserable I am.”

			The servingwoman was sympathetic. She walked to Layla’s tent and told her of Sahsah’s longing. When Layla heard of his love, she could no longer hide her heartache. She waited until everyone had gone to sleep, and then she went out wrapped in a black cloak. She slipped into Sahsah’s tent. Seeing him lying somewhere between slumber and waking, she went near and kissed him between his eyes. He opened his eyes and gazed at her. His liver almost split from joy, and he fainted momentarily. When he came to, his heart was beating madly. He blurted out in verse:

			
				A visitor came to my tent,

				One long awaited

				On seeing her,

				My heart melted.

			

			Together they cried and complained of their love until morning came and Layla, fearing discovery, returned secretly to her tent.

			Sahsah muttered to himself:

			
				My nights usually stretch on endlessly

				Only when she visits, they fly by!

				What a short night:

				It passed straight from dinner to dawn!

			

			Somehow, Layla’s father learned of her visit to Sahsah. Furious, he strode into Layla’s quarters, his sword drawn. But his wife intervened, saying, “By God, my cousin, if you kill her, all the tongues of the Arabs will run. Be patient. Perhaps God almighty will ordain his end some other way: the brave die young.” He knew she spoke the truth, so he kept his peace, but death loomed before his eyes.

			The next day, Sahsah told his mother that he would go out and earn the favor of Layla’s father by seeking his fortune. His mother, fearing for his safety, discouraged him from pursuing Layla, but he was determined. He sent the servingwoman again to Layla to inform her of his departure and to ask her to pray for him and to wish him farewell, even if only by saying salam.

			The servingwoman went to Layla to relay the message. Layla said, “Return to him, and tell him to wait for me tonight. I will find a way.”

			When Sahsah heard the message, he sat down to watch the stars. His worries played with his mind until sleep overcame him. When he felt Layla’s presence, he jumped to his feet. She teased him, “Sahsah, if you were really in love, sleep would not close your eyes.”

			Embarrassed by her chiding, he replied, “By God, sweetheart, I only sleep to see your image in my dreams.” She came near and kissed him on his forehead. They embraced each other, talking until morning. Layla returned to her home after wishing him farewell.

			Sighing, Sahsah said to the dawn,

			
				I had a visitor

				Her lips like a fiery rose

				Her embrace soothed my desire

				Her cheek laying upon mine

				The morning parted us,

				Like a sword removed from its sheath.

			

			When she returned home, some of Layla’s servingwomen noticed her arrival and informed her father. He became so angry that the pupils of his eyes seemed to glow red. Again, he drew his sword to kill his daughter, but his wife confronted him: “What’s the matter with you, Cousin?” He repeated what the servingwomen said. His wife responded, “Cousin, he could be making up poetry about anyone. Anyway, as long as Sahsah is out riding, he will likely be killed before long.” He knew the truth of what she said, sheathed his sword, and went out.

			Sahsah remained away for five days, until he was burning with longing. He spent the days hunting alone and reciting poetry about Layla. Then he returned to his mother, his horse loaded with wild animals, gazelles, and rabbits, and she prepared a meal for him. When he could wait no longer, he sent for the servingwoman and asked her to send Layla his love and inform her that he had something to tell her.

			Layla replied, “Return to him and tell him to wait for me until half the night has passed.” The servingwoman conveyed the message, and Sahsah waited expectantly. When Layla arrived, Sahsah stood and met her at the door of the tent. They kissed, and then she told him what happened with her father and how he drew his sword on her and wanted to kill her.

			Sahsah was impressed by her strength of heart and said, “Layla, I’ve resolved to drive livestock from the surrounding tribes until I can come with female and male camels to ask your father for you in front of everybody.”

			Layla cried and said, “Cousin, don’t put yourself in danger. The sickness of love may catch up with you, and I would miss you. Wait until God presents a way. As the proverb says, ‘The one who waited was able, and the one who hurried was sorry.’ ” Sahsah said, “Cousin, sometimes one must wade into the tumult and put oneself in danger for better or worse. May the One who tests us with separation bless us by bringing us together.” When the night ended, Layla stood and bid Sahsah farewell, and both of them cried. After Layla left, Sahsah mounted his horse. His mother called out to him to deter him, but he did not hear her.

			Sahsah went out into the wilderness, reciting his poetry, traveling night and day. He ate the gazelles that he hunted and drank the water of brooks for six days. On the seventh day, he came upon a land of great wealth and herds. He rejoiced at the number of female and male camels—there were about three thousand.

			Moving with the swiftness the Kilabi tribe was known for, Sahsah beheaded the nearest guard and told the others to begin driving the herds. Then twenty mounted warriors approached from behind, with a leader as fierce as a lion. The leader shouted at Sahsah, threatening him. Sahsah defied him, and the leader recognized in him a bravery like that of the hero ʿAntar and a sense of virtue like that of ʿAli.5 It so happened that the leader at the head of the twenty riders was Ghatruf, who ruined Sahsah’s father, Jundaba. He was riding Muzna, Jundaba’s legendary horse. When Ghatruf saw Sahsah, it was like the removal of a veil: he recognized the strength of his former enemy in this newcomer. When Sahsah overcame Ghatruf, he unknowingly avenged his father’s death.

			

			—

			Sahsah arrived in a flurry of excitement. He presented his uncle with the spoils of the raid: horses, male and female camels, and countless gifts. His uncle was impressed with Sahsah for having renewed the position of Bani Kilab by avenging his father. He was also taken aback by Sahsah’s rising fortune and worried that Sahsah’s aggression would cause Ghatruf’s tribe to attack, but they did not.

			One day, when Sahsah was out riding Muzna, ʿAttaf followed him into the wild. ʿAttaf wore chain mail and carried a sword made of Indian steel. As he crept up behind Sahsah, a lion leapt out at him from the underbrush. It knocked him over, pinning him to the ground. Sahsah heard a scream and turned to see someone in peril. He ran toward the man, drawing his sword. When the lion saw Sahsah approaching, it let out a roar that shook the earth and moved away from ʿAttaf, pouncing on Sahsah.

			With his sword, Sahsah struck the lion between the eyes, and the lion fell to the ground. Sahsah approached the lion’s victim, still lying prone on the ground. When he uncovered the man’s face, he recognized his uncle, and then he knew that his uncle had followed him, intending to kill him.

			Sahsah removed his uncle’s armor and carried him to a nearby stream. He washed his uncle’s face and hands. A breeze brushed ʿAttaf’s face, and he opened his eyes to see Sahsah sitting in front of him. He saw the lion lying nearby and felt a rush of shame.

			“I’m sorry, my boy. My anger is spent. Forgive me: I left this morning with one idea in my head, but God has shown me how wrong I was. I’ve been a fool.”

			Sahsah sighed. “I have always been a loyal member of your household, living under your protection. If your soul is suspicious of me, here, take my sword. You can tell them that Bani Tayy finished me off. I wish you no harm. All I want is to be with Layla. I love her.”

			ʿAttaf shivered. “My boy, let me sleep a bit.” He put the chain mail under his head and closed his eyes. After a few moments, Sahsah lay down not far from his uncle and closed his eyes as well. He dreamed of Layla. When he woke, he murmured,

			
				Layla’s image came to me by day

				She embraced me, and went away

				She said, Sleep

				Wherever I go, she is with me

				Our hearts are as one

				Her face such a vision.

			

			ʿAttaf, awake, heard his nephew’s words and was struck by the young man’s creativity and passion. He said, “I must see you two married, and celebrate with you. It is meant to be. I entrust her to you, and I will never stand between you again.” Tears of joy welled up in ʿAttaf’s eyes. “Let’s go home and tell the others.”

			Sahsah bowed his head, overwhelmed by this sudden turn of events. “May we make you proud,” he said.

			By the time they had returned home, ʿAttaf had come to genuinely like Sahsah. Many adventures ensued before the marriage finally took place. By that time, Sahsah had become a great leader, in service of the Umayyad caliph Marwan. He called together the leaders of the other tribes and provided them with a banquet that comprised one hundred camels and one thousand sheep. Then he officially proposed to Layla, requesting her hand in marriage from his uncle ʿAttaf, in front of all those gathered. The marriage contract was signed, and many gifts were bestowed and largess distributed in celebration of the occasion. That night, Sahsah entered Layla’s tent.

			The next morning, Sahsah and Layla joined their guests for another meal before bidding the travelers farewell. Not one guest departed without wishing the couple well.

		

	
		
			FATIMA UPROOTED1

			Before Sahsah’s granddaughter became Dhat al-Himma, the famed warrior woman, she was merely Fatima. And before she became heroic, she had to endure some of the greatest challenges of her era. It happened like this. . . . 

			While the tribal elders of the Bani Kilab were gathered for a meeting, it had come to their attention that the wives of the brothers Zalim and Mazlum were both expecting, and so the brothers made a pact in the interests of their people. Zalim said to Mazlum, “He whose wife has a son will become the chief of the clan, with authority over all the Arabs in our region.”

			One of the elders turned to Mazlum: “Do you agree to this?”

			“Yes,” Mazlum replied, “and if we both have sons, then we will retain our shared leadership as it now stands.” The elders nodded in acknowledgment.

			The two men returned to their wives and informed them of the agreement. Each wife exclaimed, “I have nothing to do with that! We’ll get whatever the Creator grants us!”

			After a time, both women went into labor. Zalim’s wife, ʿIsam, delivered a boy like a little chunk of the moon itself. Zalim was beside himself with joy, but he turned to the midwife and asked her to go check on his brother’s wife, because he did not trust his brother. The midwife replied, “Surely not! How could he lie, when you are brothers?”

			“Enough talk! Go to their place now. If you’re there, they won’t be able to hide anything, and yours is the word that I will believe. I’m relying on you.” The midwife went to Mazlum’s house, but it so happened that she respected Mazlum more than Zalim. So when she entered the house, she told Mazlum why she had been sent. Then she sat, waiting.

			After a time, Mazlum’s wife, Salam, gave birth to a girl as magnificent as the full moon, with strong arms, broad shoulders, and fine features. Salam was apprehensive about her husband’s reaction. Indeed, Mazlum was so disappointed that he told her that if she chose, she could dispose of the girl! That way he could announce that the child was a boy and had not survived.

			The midwife intervened. “Don’t harm the little girl! If you want my opinion, let the servingwomen take care of her. Just provide for her, and we will raise her. Don’t deprive her of smelling the air of this world. She may make you proud someday, just as Mary, daughter of ʿImran, was part of God’s plan. As for me, I swear by the sacred city of Medina, I’ll tell everybody that Mazlum’s wife had a boy who didn’t survive, and we buried him. Zalim will believe me, since I am from his household.”

			Mazlum replied, “I accept your proposal; do as you see fit.” He called for a Turkish servingwoman named Suʿda. She had worked as a servant for many prominent households and had proven herself trustworthy. She was still nursing her infant son, Marzuq.2 Mazlum and Salam’s daughter was entrusted to her care, and she was warned to keep the newborn’s identity a secret.

			The midwife returned to Zalim, saying, “Good news! Your brother’s wife had a son, but the baby died.”

			“How is that good news?” Zalim asked.

			“Because you have the only living son. No one can contest your authority.”

			“Ah yes, well, I would have taken charge somehow.”

			

			—

			Suʿda kept the secret of the newborn’s identity. However, she also secretly took the newborn into her mother’s tent. There Salam would cuddle and nurse her tiny daughter. She named her Fatima. Mazlum would not come near the baby and refused to see her—to him, a girl child was only a burden.

			When Fatima turned five, she looked old enough to pass for ten, and her beauty was surpassed only by her intelligence. When she turned six, her father grew more concerned about his daughter. He saw her as a liability, as likely as not to ruin his reputation and the status of his family. Before he could act on this concern, news arrived that the Bani Tayy clan was on the move, uniting all their bands and rallying the Arabs of Yemen. The Bani Tayy intended to attack the Bani Kilab, in retribution for the attack that Jundaba had carried out many years earlier.

			Zalim exclaimed, “The Bani Tayy just sentenced their own deaths! They will go down in defeat! Who do they think we are?!” He called for Mazlum, saying, “Brother, we must meet them. We’ll unite our bands too, and then we’ll take them on, and leave the rest to God!”

			The Bani Kilab met in council with their allies and then set out together. Zalim led the troops of Bani ʿAmir and Bani Kilab, and Mazlum led the Bani Wahid. They rode out to the camps of Bani Tayy, but when they arrived, the warriors of Bani Tayy were nowhere to be found—only children, servants, and women. So they divided up the people and the spoils of the Bani Tayy camp and returned to their own lands, driving the new herds in their wake.

			The warriors of Bani Tayy had been absent because they had set out earlier in the direction of the Bani Kilab lands. They had chosen a different route, and so the two armies had bypassed each other. When the Bani Tayy reached the lands of the Bani Kilab and found the camps unprotected, they too divided up the people and livestock for themselves. They formed two groups: camels and servants in the first (including Suʿda and Fatima), and women and children in the second. Then the two groups set out on different paths, both agreeing to meet up in the lands of Bani Tayy.

			This was how the Bani Kilab and the Bani Tayy, together with many captives, finally met in the dark of night. The two clans attacked each other, screaming, struggling, and fighting. The men clashed swords, and many wives became widows. The battle continued until morning light. Mazlum and Zalim killed many of the Bani Tayy, felling warriors and freeing captives. In all the uproar, it gradually became clear that the Bani Tayy had lost. The Bani Kilab returned to their own lands, bringing with them more wealth than they had ever had before. According to their custom, they divided up the spoils among the men who had distinguished themselves in battle. Fatima’s mother mourned her missing daughter, but Mazlum was relieved to be rid of his secret burden.

			

			—

			The Bani Tayy troop that had taken charge of the camels and servants from the Bani Kilab arrived safely in the lands of Bani Tayy. Suʿda had with her Marzuq and Fatima, and everyone assumed that Fatima was Suʿda’s daughter. The troops asked Suʿda, “What is your daughter’s name? She does not look like you.”

			Suʿda replied, “She is my daughter, but her name might be difficult for you to pronounce. Name her as you see fit.”

			“We shall name her Shariha.”

			“As you wish. From this day forward, we are in your service.”

			Fatima had no patience for humiliation, and at this she hissed at Suʿda, “Stop talking like that! Or, by the pride of the great Arabs, and the truth of the One, I’ll kill myself. I am no slave!” And she tugged a veil across her face, because face veiling was not customary for servants. Even the sun could not see her face fully. “I will serve no one but the Creator! Surely our people will rescue us from this misfortune, and crush the Bani Tayy!” Crying, she switched to poetry:

			
				We’ll teach you, wolves in sheep’s clothing!

				If they don’t bring us our mounts, tall and free,

				By the Prophet, the Chosen One,

				The best of people, a great mercy,

				If they don’t return us to our people,

				Gracious and proper, an act of chivalry,

				Then they’ll see what our people are made of—

				They’ll teach them a lesson, or two or three!

				For fate cannot dictate

				Victory for the unjust, you see.

			

			When the Bani Tayy heard her poetry, they said, “By the pride of the Arabs, what a brave and heroic girl!”

			Fatima and Suʿda were allotted to a Bani Tayy troop leader named Ahmed bin Mushir, and they went to live on his land. He treated Fatima and Suʿda relatively well and set them the task of herding the camels and horses. Fatima kept to herself, riding the horses and learning the arts of war on her own—attack and retreat, lining up for battle, pursuit, defense, and charging. She made weapons from tree branches, leaves, and reeds. Whenever a camel stallion opposed her, she would shout at him, clinging to the stallion’s mate until he surrendered. The servants were impressed by her, but Fatima focused on her inner life. By the age of seven, she could fast a full day, repeating to herself the name of God (Allah). The Bani Tayy began to call her “Shariha the Mystic.” She continued to cover her face with a veil, according to the fashion of a noblewoman. As time passed, she grew more mature in appearance and speech. She rode her masters’ horses discreetly and carefully watched the warriors practicing in a cleared field.

			One day, a mighty Bani Tayy warrior named Qarih appeared. He saw Fatima riding and attempted to seduce her. Fatima saw what he wanted, and she lost her temper, yelling, “Get out of here, you most disgusting of all Arabs!” He continued harassing her until she insulted and cursed him, swearing and damning him. He left, but he still desired her. She fled to her master’s house, crying and trembling.

			“What happened?”

			“Sir, Qarih insulted me. Tell him to leave me alone, or I will destroy him!”

			Troubled, Ahmed set out to speak with Qarih. “Qarih, my servant girl came to me, complaining that you tried to take advantage of her. Don’t do it again, or that day will be your last. If you really want her, then make it legitimate by asking for her hand in marriage.”

			“You want me to marry your servant girl? I don’t think so. I’ll have nothing to do with her.” So Fatima’s master returned home and told her about the conversation.

			The next day, when Fatima was out herding the animals, she felt at peace because of her master’s words. Then Qarih appeared, as determined as ever. “So you told on me to your master! You think I take orders from him? Where is he now? Who’s going to save you from me?”

			“Don’t you dare! Get away from me!”

			She threw stones at him, and he left, saying, “I’ll get you.”

			Fatima went to her master again, shaking like a palm leaf. “Sir, the dirty bastard came back and threatened me again today. If you don’t do something about it, I’m going to have his head.”

			Her master thought to himself, This is getting serious. The boy is an idiot, and the girl carries herself as if she were a noblewoman. I think I should inform the clan leader.

			Arriving before the leader, Ahmed explained his predicament. “Sir, my servant girl has brought a complaint against Qarih. I am concerned that he will continue to harass her.”

			Qarih was sent for, and when he arrived, the clan leader spoke to him: “Qarih, what is between you and this man’s servant girl? If you bother her, it will be your undoing. Marry her, or cease and desist.”

			“Your Honor, I was just playing around. I was never really serious about her.”

			Fatima was present and interjected, “Your Eminence, if he threatens me after this, I will kill him.”

			“You’re a clever one! If he continues to harass you, it’s between you and him.”

			“Yes, Sir,” said Fatima, who then departed.

			The next day, Fatima went out to the pasture area as usual, caring for the livestock. At midday, Qarih appeared. His passion was inflamed, and he rode a fine horse as dark as night. He prided himself on his bravery and strength, so he rode straight for Fatima. When she saw that he was coming for her, she fled for the bush, which made him even more determined to possess her. His horse cantered after her until she ran out of sight of the livestock. Then he began to overtake her, and Fatima turned to confront him. “Sir, what possesses you to torment me?”

			“My passion for you, and your complaints to your master.”

			Talking smoothly, she put him at ease, “I never put you off out of loathing. I was only afraid that if you succeeded, then I would be in danger of losing my heart without ever having yours. If you’ll be mine, then I’ll be yours!”

			“Woe is me! As if a person could just separate his body from his soul and accept the pain of distance from such beauty.”

			“If that’s the case, then give me your hand in marriage,” said Fatima.

			“Here’s my hand,” he replied. Fatima approached, her hand extended, and then pulled with all the strength of her arm. He found himself on the ground, his sword fallen out of its sheath. Quicker than lightning, she struck him with his own sword, and he crashed to the ground. The commotion alerted the herders, and they saw the horse loose. Finding the corpse, they put it on the horse and took it back to the encampment. Fatima returned to her master’s house breathless.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“Sir, I’ve killed Qarih.”

			Fatima’s master put his hands to his head—his whole world started to spin. “You’ve ruined me, you bastard girl!” He seized her and brought her before the clan leader.

			When Qarih’s brothers saw his body, they demanded to know who was responsible. The servants said, “The Fiend of Bani Tayy did it.” At this, the brothers drew their swords and went in search of Fatima’s master, for it was the custom to take revenge against a slave on the slave’s master. When they arrived at the Bani Tayy encampment, they learned that Fatima’s master had sought sanctuary with the clan leader. They continued to the clan leader, and there they demanded the customary retribution of Fatima’s master’s life to avenge their brother’s death. Fatima’s master pointed at her: “Take her! She’s the killer, so kill her to avenge his death!” They refused, saying that she acted on her master’s orders, and her actions were his responsibility.

			To appease the brothers, Fatima’s master had to give them all his wealth—one thousand camels, twenty horses, ten coats of mail, ten swords, and ten spears. His band agreed that Fatima should be killed for his loss. They tied her up in one of the tents, and he entered, holding a whip. “You’ve ruined me! I have nothing left!”

			Ahmed raised his arm to strike her, but Fatima said, “I will make it up to you.”

			Ahmed’s arm dropped to his side, and Fatima continued. “I can bring you the wealth that you lost if you’ll give me a horse, a sword, a helmet, a coat of mail, a leather shield, and a spear.”

			“How would you do that?”

			“I’d ride the horse, wear the armor, and go bring you the wealth of the Arabs. I’m capable enough to fight anyone, even the best. By God, I’ll bring you more wealth than you lost for my sake.” He freed her and brought her what she requested. She donned the armor, retaining a light veil over her face. Adding a turban, she set out, with Marzuq accompanying her as her assistant.

			She traveled for seven days, and on the eighth day she came upon a vibrantly green land filled with herbs, flowers, and plants, as well as birds calling to one another in all their languages. Off to one side roamed great herds with their herders. There was such plentiful water that the camels alone numbered more than a thousand. The horses, sheep, and goats were not few, and the servants were living a life of ease.

			This wealth belonged to an Arab warrior named Darma. He had moved to this land by himself, with one thousand warriors in his service. When Fatima saw all this abundance, she rejoiced that she would be able to ransom herself. She overcame the servants and seized the livestock, driving them all before her. The servants all thought she must be a man, not to mention one of the greatest heroes of their time. One of them said to her, “Only the ignorant take on more than they can handle. Do you know who these belong to? This is the property of Darma. If you’re not careful, he’ll be your undoing.” She struck him with her sword, and her ferocity fell into the hearts of all the herders. They drove the herds before her.

			Suddenly a great cry rang out behind her. She saw a warrior tearing after her like a massive lion just freed. She knew that this was Darma, and she came to meet his attack.

			He said, “You’re in for it now, boy! You have no idea what you’ve taken on!” Fatima said nothing. With a cry, she stabbed him. He fell to the ground, and she left him.

			Meeting up with Marzuq, Fatima traveled so swiftly it was like folding the land by length and by width. When she neared the Bani Tayy encampment, the herds she led filled the land as far as the eye could see. The Bani Tayy watched, wondering where all the livestock had come from, and then Fatima appeared in the distance. When Fatima’s master heard the news, he rejoiced and rode out to meet her.

			As soon as she spied Ahmed, Fatima dismounted and dropped to the ground in front of him. “Sir, for the one thousand mares that were taken from you, here are four thousand camels, both mares and stallions. There is also other livestock and equipment, and people to tend them.” He was impressed, and all those present began to whisper about her success.

			“How did you acquire all this livestock?”

			“They belonged to a man called Darma. I triumphed over him with my own strength.”

			Ahmed praised her for her great deeds, and the news spread far and wide. Fatima became a commonplace character in conversation, and although some people continued to call her the Fiend of Bani Tayy, eventually she was referred to by the honorific amira, or princess, and the nickname Dhat al-Himma, or warrior.3 Along with her new reputation, she acquired her own tents and lands.

			Fatima undertook another raid, although Ahmed discouraged her from putting herself in danger. When Fatima returned successful, Ahmed joined the throngs that went out to meet her and the new herds that she brought. When Fatima saw Ahmed, she dismounted and went to greet him. She divided the spoils, giving half to Ahmed and keeping the other half for herself. The people of Bani Tayy shared in the celebratory atmosphere, some creating poetry in admiration of Fatima. Ahmed asked, “Where did all this come from?”

			Fatima replied, “Sir, these belonged to Hassan al-Fazari.”

			When he heard her words, Ahmed became fearful of her capabilities, and he thought to himself, I should marry her. Everyone is following her these days, and lining up to join her. Her reputation is growing, and tales of her are spreading. She has made me a wealthy man, and she is becoming a legend. . . . 

			Several days later, Fatima was sitting outside her tent when Ahmed approached her with the elders of Bani Tayy. As soon as she saw them, she stood to receive them and ordered that a meal be prepared for them.

			When they had finished eating, Fatima asked, “Men of Bani Tayy, is there something that you came to discuss?”

			Ahmed turned to her. “Bani Tayy has long been disturbed by the Bani Kilab clan. They slaughtered our best men, and we could do nothing about it. Now they have heard of your deeds, and the time has come for us to act. You have restored our reputation. Now we want you to focus your efforts on Bani Kilab. Avenge our lost kinsmen, and remove our shame.”

			“By all means! Even if I owned the sun and the moon, I would still support you. From this day on, you will see that I am taking action against Bani Kilab.” The elders of Bani Tayy thanked Fatima and returned to their homes for the night.

			The next morning dawned bright and clear. Fatima prepared her sword and mounted her horse. She had already called her men to ride with her, and together they set out toward the lands of Bani Kilab. Crossing the hills, they arrived to see thousands of well-fed mare camels. It so happened that these belonged to Fatima’s father, Mazlum. Without a moment’s hesitation, Fatima signaled to her men and moved forward toward the herds. They drove the herds back with them toward Bani Tayy. It was late afternoon, and the sun was setting. Mazlum was waiting in his camp, and when his herdsmen arrived without the herds, he shouted, “What is wrong with you? Where are all the camels?!”

			“The Fiend of Bani Tayy has captured them.”

			At this Mazlum roared in anger, calling for his men. By the time they were mounted and riding, it was night. Mazlum had no idea which route to take, and he and his men eventually had to admit defeat and return home for the night.

			Fatima and her vast herds continued until they reached the lands of Bani Tayy, where everyone from the youngest child to the oldest adult came out to meet her. They welcomed her and praised her, and in return, Fatima hosted a great feast.

			Several days later, Fatima led another raid on her father’s camp. Again, no one was able to pursue her or find her tracks. For her father, Mazlum, his world was spinning. Suʿda looked on as Fatima returned multiple times with loot from the Bani Kilab lands. She thought to herself, How ironic that it is Mazlum’s own daughter who is his undoing. She who could be the glory of his people! If only the girl knew . . . If I told her that Mazlum is her father, and Bani Kilab is her own clan, then she would ask me why I did not inform her earlier. She might even turn on Bani Tayy. Suʿda decided that discretion was still the best course.

			For a full year, the Fiend of Bani Tayy conducted raids on the lands of Bani Kilab. She came and went without a trace, hunting on their lands until one day she raided a clan allied to Bani Kilab. Some of the people who had been tending the livestock came to inform Mazlum, and he called out to his men to make haste. They leaped up like ferocious lions, seized swords and spears, and set out. Mazlum led the charge, wearing iron armor and chain mail. Meanwhile, Fatima had just reached a stretch of flat, unprotected land when she heard horses neighing, bridles clattering, blades hissing, and warriors whooping in pursuit. Mazlum shouted, “You bastard! No matter which sky shades you or which bit of earth upholds you, you are going down!”

			“No!” Fatima hefted the spear in her hand and called out to Marzuq, “Cover my back, Brother!” She left the men who rode with her to look after the herds and raced toward her pursuers. She saw Mazlum at the head of the warriors, and Mazlum saw Fatima approaching and knew her to be the Fiend of Bani Tayy.

			As they met in combat, Mazlum’s hate burned for the Bani Tayy, whom he believed to be her people. He barked at Fatima, “Meet me on a field so that everyone can see what you are made of!”

			“I am the Fiend of Bani Tayy!” Fatima turned her horse with a flick of the reins and raised her spear to block Mazlum’s assault. “I am the one who drove off your animals day after day—come and get me!” They descended into a pasture, their spears clashing. The longer Fatima fought, the stronger and more intense her attacks grew. When they had whittled each other’s spears down until all that was left in their hands were the butts, they drew their swords and sparred. The dust rose around them, clouding everyone’s vision, and the day lengthened as all those gathered craned their heads to watch. Every time Mazlum charged toward Fatima, he found himself feeling sympathy and appreciation for her, so she took to playing with him like a small child might play with a bird. This continued until the sun had reached its peak in the sky, and Mazlum thought he was surely doomed. Fatima could sense his strength, but she overcame him, unhorsing him. When he sprawled on the ground, heart racing, the men of Bani Kilab rushed in to defend him. They attacked her from every angle, but she held them off and, calling for her men, attacked right and left.

			Even in the midst of this battle, Fatima never let up on the combat with her father until she had tied him onto a horse and handed him over to Marzuq before returning to finish off her assailants.

			One of Fatima’s warriors went ahead to notify Bani Tayy of her arrival and the outcome of the latest battle. The people came pouring out of the camp to celebrate the victory. They gawked at Mazlum, secured to a horse. Fatima called for a tent to be prepared for Mazlum’s use.

			Suʿda watched these proceedings anxiously, knowing that the next step for revenge in the blood feud would be Mazlum’s death. “God holds each of us, and to God we all return,” she muttered the scriptural adage.4 If only the girl knew that he was her father! I can hardly believe that she could overcome him. She has so much power. Suʿda covered her face with a light veil and entered Mazlum’s tent.

			“Peace be upon you.”

			“And upon you,” replied Mazlum from where he lay tied up.

			Suʿda sat at his head and said softly, “Oh, Master, how on earth did she overcome you, when you are such an experienced warrior?”

			“Honest to God, I saw her pull moves that I have never seen any man master. She is a fierce and formidable fighter. I also found myself won over by her. My hand would not reach to hurt her; it was as if it was paralyzed.”

			At that, Suʿda began to cry uncontrollably. She was so overcome that she departed and went to sit at Fatima’s door.

			“Mother, what happened?” Fatima came out, concerned for the only mother she knew.

			“My daughter, you know the man you captured?”

			“I captured him. How could I not know him? He’s Mazlum, son of Sahsah, son of Jundaba the Kilabi.”

			“Yes, dear, but he is also the closest of people to you by kinship.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“As God is my witness, he is your father, and you are his daughter.”

			“You’re right!”

			“How do you know?”

			“Because every time I went to strike him, my heart would contract as if I cared about him. My joints got shaky, and my hand would go limp. I could see that the same thing was happening to him, and so you must be right.”

			With great urgency, Fatima stood and took Suʿda inside. “Tell me what happened. Surely I wasn’t born into servitude. Tell me everything.” Suʿda told her the whole story.

			When Suʿda finished, Fatima bowed her head in relief and gratitude for her good fortune at being the child of one of the most prominent Arab chiefs. She waited until nightfall before she and Suʿda crept into Mazlum’s tent and released him.

			Stunned and confused, he asked, “Why?”

			“This is my duty,” Fatima said in a hushed tone. “Suʿda, you tell him.”

			Suʿda lifted her veil, and Mazlum’s eyes widened. “You are Suʿda!”

			“Yes, Sir, and this is your daughter, Fatima.”

			“God be praised for giving me such a lioness!”

			Fatima, seeing that he really was her father, grasped his hands and kissed them and his forehead. Mazlum hugged Fatima to his chest and kissed her forehead, murmuring, “God forgive me.” Weeping tears of joy, he said, “I am so glad to meet you.” Then Fatima held out to him a coat of mail and other gear, saying, “Put this on, Father.” She was already outfitted. Then she signaled to Marzuq and her warriors, saying, “Put the goods and the captives on camels, and take them to the camp of Bani Kilab.”

			“As you wish,” they answered, and set about silently settling tents, goods, and people onto camels.

			Fatima rode her horse, her father mounted behind her, and drove before her all the herds that she had captured throughout the past year. She moved as quickly as possible, but her departure was soon noted by some of the Bani Tayy. They went to inform her master, but he told them that she must have just taken her herds out for fresh foraging.

			Fatima and her band continued moving all night, and then stopped in the morning for prayer and respite. When they resumed their journey later that morning, suddenly the Bani Tayy scouts came into sight, and Fatima pulled in her reins and sped away at a gallop.

			When the Bani Tayy had discovered Fatima’s empty campsite that morning, with all of her tents and possessions taken, they had concluded that Mazlum had bribed the slave girl with his riches. Like the waves of the sea, six hundred fifty warriors surged after Mazlum and their Fiend. As the first scouts crested a hill and spotted Fatima’s group below, the others followed quickly behind.

			Seeing the horses pouring over the hill, Fatima turned to her father: “They’ve caught up with us and are not taking your departure very well. You stay with Marzuq and the herds until I return. I’ll go reason with them.”

			“May God help you!”

			Fatima turned back to meet the oncoming horses, with Ahmed in the lead. She and Ahmed slowed their horses and then halted, facing each other.

			“I am the Fiend of Bani Tayy, and I come to you in peace. Gentlemen, you are all experienced warriors, and I salute you. Are you prepared to hear me out?”

			Ahmed spoke up. “Bani Tayy, this woman has proven herself equal to a thousand fighters. Let us hear her out; no one is to interrupt her.”

			One spoke on behalf of the group: “Agreed. Tell us what you have to say.”

			“Men of Bani Tayy, as you know, God determines the course of fate, and that of each of us mortals. Some of you may know already, but for the rest of you, I have learned that I am Fatima, daughter of Mazlum, chief of the Bani Kilab. Marzuq is my milk-brother. I was separated from my father, and now I have been reunited with him. Who can blame me for returning to my own father? I don’t want to fight you. I grew up in your lands and at your campsites.”

			Ahmed was the first to speak. “You have spoken honorably, and you have done many great deeds. It seems right somehow that you are of noble birth. My heart told me that you were not born a slave. If I did not carry the responsibilities of family and loyalty to Bani Tayy, I myself would follow you and work as one of your warriors. It would be an honor to be in your company.” He concluded, “May God bless you.” Then he turned his horse back, calling out, “Go back, Bani Tayy!”

		

	
		
			THE SORRY AFFAIR OF FATIMA’S MARRIAGE1

			Reunited, Fatima and her father, Mazlum, returned to the lands of Bani Kilab. The herders marveled at the approaching droves of livestock that filled the horizon. On seeing Mazlum at the front, they alerted the people in the campsites, and a great clamor arose.

			“What’s all this?” asked Fatima as she reined in her mount.

			One of the celebrating herders smiled at Mazlum: “Welcome back, Sir!”

			When Mazlum entered his tent, Salam started to hurry out from another room but halted when she saw another man with her husband. She was reaching for a scarf when Mazlum grinned and called to her, “You don’t recognize this relative?”

			Salam came toward Fatima, who was dressed in riding clothes like a man and had her head and face wrapped with a cloth. Salam stared long at her daughter, and blood quickened to blood. She spoke to her husband: “Cousin, I’ve never seen him before, but I feel like I know him.”

			“This is no boy—it’s your daughter, Fatima!” Then he called for Suʿda, who entered and explained everything to Salam. Crying with joy, Salam kissed her daughter repeatedly.

			“Look, My Lady, at what I’ve brought up for you—a formidable lioness, a woman of women, a brave one in hard times!”

			After they had all settled down to talk, Mazlum asked Salam, “You know the Fiend of Bani Tayy?”

			“Yes,” Salam replied, “I’ve heard people in our area speak of her.”

			“She is your daughter here.”

			Salam gaped at Fatima.

			

			—

			When the news of Mazlum’s return reached Zalim, he received it with anything but joy. During Mazlum’s absence, Zalim had taken charge, gleeful at the news of his brother’s capture. He had gathered his associates, assured them that Mazlum could not possibly escape death at the hands of the Bani Tayy, and then exposed the treasures Mazlum had kept hidden away. He had showed off his father’s gold, silver inlaid with jewels, and nuggets of emerald and aquamarine.

			Zalim’s son Walid was the fiercest warrior of his clan. Seeing his father upset at the news of Mazlum’s return, Walid offered to eliminate Mazlum. At that moment, a group of the clan’s elders entered to remind Zalim of his duty to go greet his brother. They also informed him of all they had learned, including the fact that the Fiend of Bani Tayy turned out to be Mazlum’s own daughter. At that, Zalim’s world turned upside down. I am still not rid of him, he thought.

			Zalim rode out to Mazlum’s camp, accompanied by one hundred mounted warriors. There Mazlum welcomed Zalim into his pavilion, and when they were both seated, he chided his brother, “What’s this I hear about you celebrating my demise?”

			“Oh, I only acted like that to reassure people that everything would be all right. I mean, I knew that the Bani Tayy couldn’t possibly kill you when you’re backed by the likes of me and all of our people! I would have had you freed as soon as I learned of your location and could negotiate for your release.”

			“I see,” Mazlum said pointedly, and called for the trays of food.

			“Brother, where is your daughter, Fatima? Why does she not eat with us? We are all family, after all, and my son is like a brother to her!”

			“She’s with Salam. Eat—you can see her later.”

			Zalim and Walid ate their fill and stayed that night in Mazlum’s pavilion. The next day, Mazlum called for a great feast for everyone in the area. All the people helped with the preparations and enjoyed the meal, and then they departed, leaving Zalim and Walid alone with Mazlum.

			“Brother,” said Zalim, “even if we have to stay with you for a year, we’re not leaving until we see your daughter and give her our greetings.”

			“Well, then I’ll let her know you want to see her, and we’ll see what she says.” Mazlum went to Fatima’s quarters, saying, “Your uncle wants to see you. He’s at my place right now.”

			“All right, tell him I’m on my way.” Salam had recounted to Fatima the entire history of Zalim and his treachery. As she listened, there grew in Fatima’s heart a strong dislike for her uncle and his son Walid. As she prepared to meet them, she took special care with her appearance. She had not dressed up in women’s clothing since the day she fought Qarih and began her warrior life. Today, however, she dressed in a long robe of white Egyptian cotton striped with gold threads. She wore a scarf on her head, with some of her hair gently pulled out to frame her face. The end of the scarf fell across her chest, and she retained a very thin veil over the lower half of her face, so that the most visible part of her was her eyes.

			Fatima entered the room, greeting her uncle and cousin, and she joined them at their meal.

			“My dear,” said her uncle, “you’ve come in all your finery, but we were hoping to see your face.” He reached out, lifted her face veil, and dropped the scarf from her head. Her presence filled the room like a full moon. As he beheld her radiance, her cousin Walid’s heart flip-flopped and his head swam. Fatima brushed off her uncle and replaced her veil and scarf. Everyone continued eating and spent the whole afternoon in conversation. At nightfall, Fatima went to join Salam.

			Zalim and Walid rode off in the morning. Walid spent the journey thinking about Fatima. As soon as they arrived home, he went to his mother and asked her to intercede with his father so that he could see Fatima more. She assured Walid that she would take care of Zalim. That night, she told Zalim that Walid was in love with his cousin Fatima.

			“You know,” Zalim replied, “they suit each other. They both dress well and are very civilized in comportment and speech. They seem meant for each other! I’ll see to it that they marry for two reasons. First of all, she’s very pretty. And second, if she marries our son, then she will lose the independence that gave such strength to her past actions. Mazlum is far too indulgent a father. If we break her, then it is only a matter of time before we win back all her father’s wealth.”

			“So what do we do?”

			“You shall see.”

			Zalim soon arranged for a feast to be prepared, and then sent a messenger to invite his brother Mazlum, urging him to bring with him “your pearl of a daughter.”

			Mazlum left the messenger in order to speak with Fatima. She replied, “You go, Father. I have no need to see them.” Mazlum could not change her mind, so he rode with a few of his close friends.

			When Mazlum approached the tents of Zalim’s people, Zalim and Walid came out to welcome him. Walid sighed in exasperation when he did not see Fatima in the group.

			When they were all seated, Zalim asked Mazlum, “Where is your shining sun today?”

			Mazlum replied, “She declined to come with me.”

			“That won’t do,” said Zalim. He arranged for a servant to ride to Fatima with one hundred warriors wearing dress swords adorned in gold and silver. He gave the servant a message for her: “Convey to my niece our greetings, and then tell her not to withhold her company from us. If you insist on denying us this pleasure, then we shall have to come to you!”

			The messenger dismounted in front of Fatima’s pavilion. He entered and bowed before her, and then delivered her uncle’s message. He also presented her with twenty horses wearing decorative green silk saddle blankets embroidered with pearls and jewels, and saddles inlaid with silver and rose gold. She was disgusted by this manipulation, but her mother advised her to go rather than cause her uncle to travel on her account. She also reminded her, “All of this is from your grandfather Sahsah’s money that your uncle took from your father.”

			“All right, then let’s go together.” Salam rode in a howdah carriage, and Fatima rode her horse. The servant rode ahead to notify his master of their coming.

			When Fatima and Salam approached Zalim’s land, all the people came out to greet them, with Walid at their head. Fatima and Salam dismounted and were ushered inside. Walid’s mother, ʿIsam, embraced Fatima as soon as she saw her. When she lifted her niece’s veil to kiss her, she thought, My son is right to be enchanted by this beautiful girl. After Fatima and Salam were settled in ʿIsam’s tent, a group of ten servants came to request Fatima’s presence in the men’s tent. She went with them to see her father, uncle, and cousin.

			Zalim and Walid welcomed Fatima warmly and invited her to join them. She ate with them and remained for the discussion following the meal. Walid’s eyes hardly left Fatima’s face, he was so entranced. She noticed him staring and met his eyes. He gazed at her so intensely that she recoiled: What a creepy guy!

			She remained until the sky turned orange from the sunset, and then she rose with so much rage in her heart that even mountains would crumble from its force. She entered her aunt’s home and went over to Salam.

			“Mother, do you want to stay longer? I’ve done my duty to my uncle and father—I came, I ate. You can stay if you want, but I’m going home.”

			Her aunt intervened. “Honey, why are you in such a hurry?”

			Fatima replied, “Please excuse me. I can’t stay any longer.” She went outside and mounted her horse, and her mother joined her for the ride home.

			Walid was so disturbed by his longing for Fatima that the very next day he went crying to his mother. She went to Zalim to convey her son’s feelings, and Zalim agreed that no one was more deserving of Fatima than his own son.

			Zalim met with Mazlum, saying, “Brother, each of Fatima’s charms is also present in my son Walid: good looks, good horsemanship, and so forth. I would like them to be married.”

			Mazlum’s gaze dropped down for a moment before he raised his head again. “Well, if the decision was in my hands, I wouldn’t hesitate. However, you know that this is for her to decide. I’ll put the idea to her and let you know what she says.” Zalim agreed, and Mazlum returned to his camp.

			First he told Salam about his conversation with Zalim.

			“And what did you say, Cousin?” asked Salam.

			“I didn’t give an answer because I thought she might object. Also, God knows I don’t like the idea of her being with a man who would rein her in.”

			“Well, you must inform her in any case.” Mazlum rose and went to find his daughter.

			When Mazlum told her of her uncle’s suggestion, Fatima laughed outright. Then her eyes flashed and she spoke softly. “I swear, even if the most powerful king in the world made this proposal, my sword would be closer to his head than his own speech. I don’t need a husband! I was made for fighting, not bedding. No one lies at my side but my sword. My attention is reserved for my horse. If you ever bring up this subject again, then I will go live in the desert.”

			Mazlum raised his hands toward his daughter entreatingly. “I dislike whatever you dislike, and I only approve that which you approve. Forgive me, my dear. I only want for you what you want for yourself.”

			A servant approached and murmured, “A gift has arrived from your brother.” Mazlum rose and went out from the pavilion. There he saw ten prize racehorses with saddles inlaid with gold, ten coats of mail, ten swords, ten spears, and ten mules carrying jewels.

			A young man ran forward, saying to Mazlum, “These are a gift from your brother Zalim and his son. They send their greetings and best wishes.”

			

			—

			The gifts had been agreed upon by a council of elders who met at Zalim’s request following Mazlum’s departure. He had asked them: “Cousins, how can I attain Fatima for my son?”

			One of the elders had replied, “Send your brother a spectacular gift. Gifts can bring hearts together, and they can distance one’s faults.”

			Mazlum hurried in to Fatima and told her of the gift.

			“Father, I swear, even if he came with all the riches on the face of the Earth—all the armor, livestock, horses, swords, spears, gold, and silver—I still would not want a husband. I cannot find it in myself. Send back the gift, and let’s be done with it.”

			Mazlum nodded. However, he did not return the gift, saying to himself, This is from my father’s money that Zalim held back from me. I deserve it.

			

			—

			Walid sat, hopefully awaiting a reply. When none was forthcoming, the flames of his rage leapt within him. He said to his father, “I don’t see that our message had any effect on my uncle.”

			“It must not have arrived yet.”

			Walid felt a great weight on his chest and grew so upset that he became gravely ill.

			

			—

			When Zalim saw Walid growing weaker daily, he set out to speak with his brother. Mazlum did not notice Zalim’s approach until he saw his brother entering his pavilion. Seeing his haggard looks, he embraced Zalim and welcomed him. When they had sat down, Zalim asked, “What about your promise, Mazlum? You gave me your word.”

			“Brother, I have spoken with her.” He recounted her position. Zalim could see that Fatima had no inkling of Walid’s condition, and there was no use in remaining with Mazlum.

			He returned to his son, whose health was worsening. Zalim sat at his son’s head and said, “You poor thing! After all your victories against warriors, and hunting lions, you chose someone who does not want you. She doesn’t even deserve you.” He sighed.

			His wife, who was present, said fearfully, “Oh, Zalim, what are we going to do? What if you take all the elders, go to Mazlum, and explain to him just how serious this is for Walid?” Zalim did as she suggested.

			When he arrived at Mazlum’s pavilion, he found that Mazlum had another visitor. The visitor informed them of a great change: the rulership of the caliphate had passed to Marwan of Bani Umayya, after his father passed away.2 The Islamic empire was in an uproar, with the new ruler trying to assert control over several warring factions.3

			From behind a curtain, Fatima was stunned to hear the messenger’s news. She asked the girls who were with her to see if Walid was present in her father’s conference. One of the girls slipped away, and then returned, saying, “There’s no sign of him.”

			At that, Fatima rose and covered her head. She entered her father’s conference and addressed the speaker: “Is it true, the news you’ve just relayed?”

			“Yes, you have my word.”

			“If that is the case, then we are no longer subject to the caliph. He has proven himself incapable. Clearly the rule of Bani Umayya is coming to an end, and the Abbasids are on the rise.”

			Those gathered began to speak among themselves, many in support of the Abbasids. Zalim forgot his purpose altogether, and the conference broke up. On returning home, Zalim went to his son to inform him of the changing political situation.

			

			—

			After years of political strife and change, Mansur of the Abbasids became ruler. He was more successful than the earlier rulers in unifying the disparate peoples of his land. One day, he rode out with his ministers and some nobles. As he rode, he enjoyed the natural beauty surrounding them. When he arrived at Dajla and the area that would become Baghdad, he came across a monastery. He went up to it and asked one of the monks his name.

			“Bagh, and this area is called Dad. I have read many books of wisdom, and I have heard many tales, and it seems to me that you are meant to found a city here that will become legendary.”

			“How could anyone build a city here when the land is so full of water?”

			“I can show you where to dam the water.”

			The monk went to a particular spot and stopped up the water source. Mansur then ordered a city to be built. He called for builders to be brought from every region, and he designated a different neighborhood for each group from within his diverse army. He paid a fortune to Black Africans, who acquired for him beams, marble, and various woods. The city filled out, with tall, graceful buildings, until it rivaled the palaces of the Prophet Solomon. It had many canals and waterways. Its orchards and trees included apple, quince, and other fruits, and they were bordered by poppies, violets, and jasmine. There were droves of birds, and throughout the city there were markets and squares, mosques and minarets, palaces and public baths. The buildings sparkled like jewels of every color, and the moving water reflected on the walls like magic. Mansur’s own palace was carefully designed, and when it was finally completed, he moved in after rewarding all those who worked on it. He named the city Baghdad, after the monk and the land.

			

			—

			Walid continued to complain to his father, and so Zalim once again took his wife’s advice and went to visit Mazlum. He entered Mazlum’s council space, and there he asked after Fatima and requested her presence. After making sure that Walid had not accompanied his father, Fatima joined her father and uncle. After they were settled, Zalim turned to Fatima and said, “My son is crazy about you. Do you return his feelings?”

			“No, Uncle, I do not. Nor do I have such feelings for anyone else. I don’t want to marry. All I need is my favorite sword, my trusty horse, and a sharp spear. The only veil I need is a helmet. I have nothing else to say about this.”

			“For shame! What is it about my son that you so dislike? What could you possibly have that he does not? If you want wealth, he has plenty! If you want good looks, he’s better looking than you are! If you want strength, he could lick you any day.”

			“You insult me with all this talk of good looks and wealth. Have your son prove himself on the battlefield. If he triumphs over me, you may consider my dowry paid.”

			“Now you’re talking! Swear it so we all know you mean what you say.” Fatima gave him her hand and repeated her terms. Zalim shook her hand in agreement. He felt certain that his son would be victorious: Walid was a proven warrior.

			

			—

			Walid was waiting when Zalim returned home. On hearing Fatima’s conditions, he was so thrilled that he recovered his health in a matter of days. Then Zalim sent word to Fatima that he and Walid would be coming to have lunch with her. The next day, Zalim and Walid set out to have lunch at Mazlum’s pavilion. Throughout the feast and the night that followed, Fatima and Walid were tense.

			The next morning, everyone assembled in the designated field. There Fatima addressed the crowd with a voice so loud that it was audible to near and far alike. “I call upon you proud people to judge fairly between us. Be honest and testify to what takes place between me and my cousin. I have challenged him to a duel, and if he wins, he fulfills the sole condition that I set in order for us to marry.”

			Then Walid walked out onto the field, covered in iron armor. He rode a horse that moved like lightning. Fatima called to him, “Walid, do you agree to the condition as stated here?”

			“Yes, I do, Cousin.” Then he let out a battle cry like an angry lion challenging its prey. They met, exchanging blows until Fatima sensed that her cousin was out of ideas. His strength and interest were flagging. She chose that moment to attack, screaming with such force that she took him by surprise and threw him off-balance. She had turned her spear around so that the tip was in the back, and she thrust the butt of the spear into Walid’s shoulder. He fell to the ground, hit his head, and passed out. Even when he regained consciousness, he was unsure who he was. Fired by anger, Walid’s men turned on Mazlum’s men, but the elders intervened.

			Zalim took his son home, with Walid mounted on a horse between two warriors to keep him upright. It was not until after he arrived at his father’s pavilion that he realized what had happened. He felt embarrassed, but he still did not want to give up pursuit of his prey.

			

			—

			On hearing of Bani Kilab’s wealth and bravery, Mansur summoned them to Baghdad. His informant, ʿAbdullah, had warned him that they might be too proud or unruly to travel, and Mansur responded that in that case he would send well-trained soldiers to teach them a lesson. Mansur wrote a message to Mazlum, ordering him to come to the palace. He sealed the letter and entrusted it to a messenger, who rode all the way from Baghdad to the lands of Bani Kilab in the region of Yemen. The messenger arrived at Zalim’s pavilion, and there he delivered the letter. Zalim examined it and inquired about its origin.

			“The letter was written by Mansur, the Caliph, Commander of the Faithful.”

			Zalim unfolded the parchment, read the letter, and wondered at this summons. He turned to the messenger and said, “Sir, we are under no obligation to Mansur. Our father supported the Bani Umayya, but they are all gone now. Return to your master and report: You do not have the allegiance of the Arabs of the wild country. If you send soldiers, we will defend ourselves.”

			The messenger set off in disbelief.

			Having been in his brother’s pavilion during this exchange, Mazlum returned to his home, where he met with his daughter.

			“Uncle messed that up!” Fatima declared. “That was foolish. I’ll go warn him of his error. We should be supporting the Abbasids.”

			Fatima rode to her uncle’s camp, where he greeted her and welcomed her inside. Once they were settled, she spoke. “Uncle, I hear that you received a letter from the Commander of the Faithful, Mansur. We are obliged to support the Abbasids in order to preserve unity among the Arabs. You should take all your people and go to him and request his pardon. The honorable thing to do is to offer him your assistance.”

			“Well, it is too late to send someone after the messenger. Perhaps he will send a second one.”

			When the messenger arrived at the palace and delivered Zalim’s reply, Mansur seethed with rage. However, ʿAbdullah, who originally had brought the Bani Kilab to Mansur’s attention, offered to ride out to Bani Kilab to rally their support for the caliph. Mansur opened his coffers to him, and ʿAbdullah put together a gift for the Bani Kilab.

			While ʿAbdullah was riding to the lands of Bani Kilab, Zalim had come to agree with Fatima’s reasoning. He sent for his ally clans, and they all gathered in response to his summons and prepared to undertake a journey to Iraq. On the way to Baghdad, they learned of the caliph’s approaching agent from a scout, and so some of them went ahead to meet him.

			From a distance, ʿAbdullah glimpsed several horsemen on horses bred from noble and ancient lines. He recognized them as representatives of Bani Kilab, and one of them stood out as the leader. The warrior was at the front of the group, sitting upright and yet at ease. As their horses neared each other, the warrior tucked his spear away and greeted ʿAbdullah, saying, “I am Fatima, daughter of Mazlum.”

			“It is a pleasure to meet you.” Fatima accepted his hand, moving it to her lips in a customary kiss of respect. ʿAbdullah kissed the top of her bent head.

			Together they rode back to join the Bani Kilab caravan, and they all made camp. Once the pavilions and tents were erected, they sat to speak with one another.

			ʿAbdullah was pleased at their journeying. He assured them that the remaining distance to Baghdad was not very long. His gifts were distributed among the people. When he learned that it was Fatima who had encouraged her uncle to arrange the journey, he thanked her especially. There was music and celebration, and Zalim and Mazlum welcomed the agent to journey with the Bani Kilab caravan as they made their way to Baghdad. ʿAbdullah thanked them. He wrote to Mansur to inform them of their coming, thanks to Fatima’s intervention. Then he folded the letter and sent it ahead with a messenger.

			In the palace, Mansur unfolded the letter and read it. He exhaled with relief, and when he read of Fatima, who had advocated on his behalf, he smiled at her bravery and determination. He awaited their arrival with great anticipation.

			

			—

			ʿAbdullah rode with Zalim to his right and Mazlum and Fatima to his left. Together they headed the procession. The clans of Bani Kilab and Bani ʿAmir were arranged in ranks, proudly wearing their finest clothing. They numbered twenty thousand warriors. Behind them rode the Bani Sulaym, who numbered seventy thousand.

			When they arrived at Kufa, Fatima was stunned by the sight of buildings. She had never seen even a wall, let alone houses and palaces. Entering the main mosque of the city, she was amazed by the curtains and colorful lamps. She returned to her tent with a new perspective. After three days of hospitality in Kufa, the caravan resumed the journey to Baghdad. Mansur, informed of their progress, arranged for some officials to ride out and meet them. They welcomed the Bani Kilab and the other clans, and arranged their accommodations. On arrival in Baghdad, the newcomers set up their tents and pavilions, flying their banners and flags prominently.

			ʿAbdullah entered the palace for a private conference with Mansur, informing him of all his interactions with the Bani Kilab. Mansur looked out at the new camp and was overcome with gratitude when he saw how much land it covered. He slept soundly that night.

			The next day, Fatima and her father rode with Zalim and Walid to meet Mansur. Together they entered his palace, bowing in front of him. Mansur had dressed in his ceremonial robes in their honor. When they were seated, he ensured that they should receive whatever they requested. He honored everyone in their party, but especially Fatima, for her role in making their appearance possible. When they departed, they were pleased with the meeting and the gifts they had been given, but Walid looked at his cousin darkly.

			That evening, Walid and Zalim were alone. Walid sighed deeply, and Zalim responded with an equally deep sigh.

			“Son, what can I do to help you?”

			“Intercede on my behalf so she will meet with me.”

			“I know how we can make that happen.”

			“How?”

			“Ask the caliph’s agent to help. Now, while we are in the caliph’s good graces.”

			Walid went then and there to ʿAbdullah’s pavilion. He was admitted, and entered, bowing. They exchanged greetings and then ʿAbdullah spoke: “You look troubled.”

			Walid told his story. The agent had already heard of the sorry affair during his travels with the Bani Kilab.

			“Relax, Walid. Let us consult with the caliph’s adviser to see what he thinks we should do.”

			Walid followed ʿAbdullah into the palace complex and into the home of the caliph’s adviser. After they had all taken their seats, the adviser asked, “What is it that brings you here?”

			ʿAbdullah summarized for him the story of Walid and his cousin, concluding, “We came, Sir, to request your assistance in bringing Walid and Fatima together in marriage. All we want is to restore harmony in this troubled family. It is in the general interest, and in the particular interest of the caliph, should he wish to employ the Bani Kilab on some errand or mission.”

			“Very well.” Turning to Walid, he added, “Take heart.”

			“Thank you, Sir. I am indebted to you.”

			Walid returned to his father and informed him of what had transpired. On hearing the adviser’s words, Zalim replied, “She’s yours! Tomorrow I will go with you to help out.”

			The next morning, the adviser went to the caliph and was invited to sit. He addressed Mansur: “Commander of the Faithful, as Imam of the believers, you are in a position to judge among them.” He summarized the story of Walid and his cousin, concluding, “So you see, Walid wants to marry his cousin. As you know, an unwed woman can cause a great deal of strife and unrest in any community. It is in the interest of all, therefore, to see her happily provided for, and the community thereby strengthened in unity and purpose.”

			“Indeed, it is my duty to ensure everyone’s happiness in this matter.”

			ʿAbdullah soon brought together Mazlum and Fatima, as well as Zalim and Walid and the chief elders of their clans. All officially attired, they were directed into the presence of the caliph. There they were invited to seat themselves, and trays of colorful delicacies were offered to them. Mansur directed the conversation to light topics and was in such good spirits that he threw his head back and roared with laughter. When everyone had finished their meal, the adviser spoke up: “Sire, it is generally accepted that God, possessor of all the most beautiful attributes, when He saw Adam all alone, created Eve for him from his right side. He saw fit for them to marry.” He recited several Quranic texts and bits of wisdom pertaining to marriage before continuing. “And this Walid here, of the noble Kilabi family, hopes to marry his equally well-born cousin here.”

			Mansur replied, “And who would stand in his way? He has first rights to her! No one deserves her more!”

			“She herself is disinclined, Sire.”

			“Oh, surely she does not really mean that, since the Almighty has decreed marriage, after all.” Mansur turned to her: “Fatima?”

			“At your service, Your Majesty.” She stood, knowing what he would ask of her.

			“Why is it that you put off your cousin’s proposal of marriage, when he is the closest match among your kin?”

			“God keep you, Sire, I do not return his feelings. Nor do I have such feelings for any other. You have my word: I am a woman who does not seek intimacy with men. It seems to me that God does not mean for me to be hidden away or confined. As you see, I like to fight. I am accustomed to swords and spears, not women’s quarters. Caliph of the Merciful, my sword is my home.4 The dust provides my cosmetics. My horse is my family. What would I do with Walid or with any man?”

			Mansur guffawed, and Walid stood to press his suit. “Commander of the Faithful, I swear that I will marry her in full agreement with the condition that she shall be as the heaven I look upon, not the earth I tread upon.”

			Mansur spoke to Fatima, “God, may He be praised, made women for men in all His wisdom. A woman has none but her husband to protect her from others’ gazes. This is your cousin, and he promises you protection. Heed your imam’s command, and be reconciled to your cousin. For the caliph judges as God’s agent for the believers. As the scriptures say, To those who believe, Obey God, the Messenger, and those charged with authority among you.5 And I will endorse the marriage contract myself!”

			Fatima was silent, and Zalim said, “Her silence is her consent.”

			Then Mansur turned to one of the elders, who had legal training, and said to him, “I hereby witness the marriage of Walid and his cousin Fatima.”

			“Yes, Your Highness.”

			Tears ran down Fatima’s cheeks. Mansur completed the arrangements, distributed gifts, and designated that day for celebration. At the end of the day, Fatima sat alone in her pavilion, and Walid sat in his.

		

	
		
			ARAB-BYZANTINE ENCOUNTERS1

			Several days later, the caliph Mansur received news that the Rum were gathering at the border of the Islamic empire.2 More than seven hundred thousand soldiers had departed Constantinople. The cause of this activity was Emperor Leo’s daughter Malatya, who had become a brave and capable warrior.3 Like Fatima, no one among her own people could rival her on the battlefield. She attended her father’s council room every day, sitting behind a screen and wearing a white cotton headdress, according to the custom of women in Byzantium. One day when the council was in session, someone mentioned Muslim expansion. Some Muslims had built a mosque in Constantinople, and one could hear the call to prayer from its minaret. When the council was ended, and the room empty, Malatya requested permission from her father to lead his forces in the border region, saying, “I will perform deeds that will go down in history. I shall bring you new lands that you can rule as you please.”

			Leo smiled. “By the Messiah, you’re certainly capable. We should be able to take their lands now, because they are all divided over internal struggles. If you are determined, then I will provide the funds and turn the armies over to you.”

			The next morning, Malatya’s announcement spread through Constantinople: those who wanted to raid the lands of the Muslims were to join the ranks of Princess Malatya. Then she called for tents and was brought a pavilion of Rumi silk for herself. The storehouses were opened for all manner of supplies: weapons, cloth, drums, banners, and silk flags. People began arranging their affairs to support the war effort. Leaders came to visit the palace, offering their services for the impending departure. Leo explained that this was his daughter’s project and that she was empowered with authority equal to his own: “Those who obey her, obey me. And those who counter her, it is as though they have countered me.” Then he distributed among them coins, weapons, and equipment. “Repair yourselves to the lands of the Muslims. It should take you approximately three days.”

			Princess Malatya kneeled before the head bishop for his blessing. The bishop recited a chapter from the Greek Bible, and then several priests gathered around, praying and making the sign of the cross over Malatya. Following this ceremony, Malatya joined her camp outside the city walls. The camp remained there for four days, as forces from throughout the empire came to join Malatya.

			When the troops numbered seven hundred thousand, Leo was pleased. He added the commander Armawil, who was notable in combat, saying, “Stay with my daughter and protect her from the events of fate. Plans can go awry. Should something happen to her, such as illness, the troops will be in your hands.”

			Malatya’s sister Bagha also joined the expedition, and their father left them with the parting words, “I leave you in the care of the Messiah.” Malatya set out, followed by multitudes of fighters. The horses pranced, and people along the way noticed their enthusiasm. Many Christians joined the ranks, whereas Muslims watched the growing army with concern. After crossing the Badnun River, the army came upon a great meadow with fresh water and wild flowers. It was early spring, and Malatya was so taken with the beautiful place that she announced to her advisers: “I have decided to build a city here in my name for ages to come, just as my grandfather built Constantinople in his own name.”4

			The city was built in five months, the city gates studded with iron. Then Malatya had a fortified citadel built on the highest hill in the city. Within this complex was her palace, containing her treasury. Her sister Bagha called for three citadels to be built around Malatya, the first of which she named for herself. Malatya then instructed Armawil, who was also her cousin, to take up residence in the citadel called Bagha. “The whole city is under your protection. Take good care of it in my absence. I am setting out to raid the Muslim lands. When I send back the spoils, you are to place them in the treasury.”

			“Yes, My Lady.”

			Malatya set out to take a city called Amida, leaving Armawil with four thousand soldiers and Bagha with three thousand.5 When the ruler of Amida received word of Malatya and her army approaching, he wrote to inform Mansur of the situation:

			
				Commander of the Faithful,

				The circumstances defy description. Malatya has thousands of troops with her. Do not forget your duty to protect all Muslim lands. Amida is under siege, and the enemy is too numerous to count.

			

			When Mansur received the message, he was distraught. He turned to his adviser, saying, “This is horrendous. If I fail to protect Amida, then I will lose the unity and stability we have so recently achieved.”

			“Your Majesty, on your very doorstep today, there are one hundred sixty thousand trained troops with Bani Kilab. Why don’t you call for war against the enemy?”

			“Yes!”

			Zalim, Mazlum, and Fatima came at Mansur’s summons, and Mansur addressed them: “Gentlemen, your ancestor Sahsah was—in the days of the Umayyads—the one who kept our enemies in check. Now it seems that Malatya, daughter of the Byzantine emperor, has united a large number of fighters from throughout the Christian lands and brought them down upon the Muslim lands. They are near Amida now. I beseech you to take action. What say you?”

			No sooner had everyone heard his words than they began exclaiming loudly in sympathy with the people of Amida. Fatima stood and addressed the room: “When the Commander of the Faithful calls for someone to march against an enemy, we are obliged to do so. It is our duty to protect our leader and our people. Your Majesty, we will set out first thing tomorrow. May you hear glad tidings of Amida soon.”

			Mansur beamed at her, saying, “You are a wonder! May God protect you all. This mission is of the utmost urgency.” At these words, everyone departed to make arrangements for travel and for battle.

			

			—

			When she left her city in the care of her cousin Armawil, Princess Malatya had instructed him, “Do not open the gates for anyone unless you see this cross of mine—it is one of a kind.” Then she and her troops had traveled to Amida. Her people had worked carefully together, setting up catapults around the city walls. The people of Amida hurriedly clambered up the walls within the fortifications. There they met the first Rum soldiers from Byzantium, who routed several detachments and began destroying the houses and claiming captives.

			As the ruler of Amida looked on, he advised his fighters to be patient and do their best to resist and hold out as long as possible because he had written to the caliph for assistance: “Protect your families and make us proud!”

			Malatya approached the walls and looked up to see the people of Amida fiercely determined to keep their city. They held quality weapons, including Hindi curved blades from India, and the walls were dotted with leather shields. They called out as one the shahada, a chant that united them: La īlaha īll Allah Muhammad rasul Allah / No God but God, and Muhammad, Prophet of God!

			Malatya’s rage rose at this defiance. She commanded her soldiers to demolish the entire city, but when they neared the walls, stones fell upon them from mini catapults and they retreated, unable to enter. Malatya commanded her soldiers to march around the city, and so they surrounded it like the white of an eye surrounds the iris. From the walls rained spears and stones, flung from mini catapults, until the sun set like a great eye closing. Malatya called together her commanders and advised them, “I say that we leave them under siege for a few days.” Amida remained under siege for thirty days, but it felt like a single, endless day under Malatya’s relentless onslaught.

			The Bani Kilab and their united forces departed in formation from Baghdad, and when they arrived at Nusaybin, they saw that the people were terrified.6 They asked them about the situation, and the inhabitants told them of their experiences with the Rum. There were incursions every day: “They have wiped out the men and captured women, children, and our prize fighters. Yesterday spies from the Rum army arrived and informed us that Amida will soon fall because it is running out of people to defend it. They said that Malatya has gathered captives from all around here, and she and her sister Bagha are having them transported to Emperor Leo of the Rum. There’s an army of ten thousand soldiers guarding the prisoners. Malatya sent them all away when she heard of your approach from Iraq. She reckons that if she beats you, this whole region will be hers. We have been waiting for you to save us from this misery. Otherwise we would have left by now.”

			The faces of ʿAbdullah and the newcomers grew troubled. One of the older men of the Bani Sulaym, Husayn bin Thaʿlab, was known for his wisdom and timely words. He said, “Here is what I think: I suggest that we split into two forces. The first goes to Amida. The second, which I could lead, will go to the nearest road to overtake the prisoners and rescue them from that despicable Bagha before she takes them abroad. If God helps and we manage to accomplish this, we will then approach Amida from behind, catching them by surprise. This way we will have control of their roads and their wealth. May God give victory to whom he will. We seek God’s help in all things.”

			When the people heard his idea, they cried, “You’re right!”

			ʿAbdullah said, “These are not actions to delay. Who do you want to go with you?”

			Fatima spoke up: “Captain, we will go with him and do all you ask.”

			“Thank you, Delhimma. In return, I will send with you whomever you want.”

			“I don’t want you to send anyone with us except my father, Mazlum, my uncle Zalim, his son Walid, and the other men of Bani Kilab. Together we will take on Bagha’s ten thousand. Even if they were lions, we could route them all. There is just one thing. . . .”

			“Tell me.”

			“We shall travel by night to avoid detection. Armies are not free of spies, and we don’t want anyone informing them of our actions and ruining the surprise.”

			ʿAbdullah replied, “Good thinking. Take your troops and go with my cousin Husayn when night falls. I will travel with the rest of the Arabs to Amida to seek victory.”

			The people of Bani Kilab returned to their tents. There they made their plans in secret, packing their gear and making preparations until it grew dark. Together with Husayn, they rode in search of the captives and the despicable Bagha. As for ʿAbdullah, he set out in the morning with all the remaining tribes of Arabia and armies of Iraq, their intentions clear and their hearts hopeful.

			

			—

			Princess Bagha rode alongside the captives toward the land of the Rum. She accompanied the chained prisoners to ensure the security of the loot and of the women and children. She spotted a cloud of dust in the distance. It grew to become an army spanning the horizon and nearly blocking out the sun. They wore Davidian armor, straight swords, curved blades from India, and Qatif spears and rode horses of pure Arabian stock.7 The sight of their approach was like a burning ember. Bagha was delighted and said to herself, By our Lady and the Church, these soldiers have been sent to help us take the Muslim lands and convert the Muslims!

			No sooner had she completed this thought than the dust shifted, revealing the warriors of Bani Kilab. Riding at their head like a lioness was Delhimma, while Walid and his father rode steeds like great lions. The wild prairie rang with their exclamations in Arabic. The Rum were stunned. Bagha screamed, “You idiots! They’re Muslims! How did they get around us to come at us from the front like devils?”

			

			—

			The Muslim army had traveled tirelessly through the wilderness day and night in an effort to reach the captives before it was too late. As the prisoners saw their approach, they noticed the Abbasid flags and heard the Arabic exclamations with renewed hope.

			The Bani Kilab attacked the Rum, the steel of their swords ringing and their horses meeting like a rush of thunder. Bagha screamed and rushed forward, felling a Kilabi warrior in a matter of moments. When Princess Fatima saw this, she was overcome by nakhwat al-ʿArab, the “pride of the Arabs.” She confronted Bagha like fire upon wood, driving her back until she finally struck her near her shoulder. As she removed her shining sword, the tide turned. The Bani Kilab warriors took heart, and the Rum soldiers blanched and fled. The Kilabis freed the prisoners from their ropes and cords and stowed away the wealth. There wasn’t a man who wasn’t impressed by Princess Fatima’s quick and fierce action, like a dangerous lioness, and Walid’s infatuation grew.

			The next morning, Husayn announced that he had a new idea. “I am sorry to say that we should tie up the prisoners again. We should dress in the clothing of the Rum, with Fatima, our amira, in Bagha’s clothing, and she will lead us to Malatya, because they are expecting the captives there. Thus we will have the advantage.”

			The Kilabis agreed, and they took care to dress in the clothing of the Rum, as if they had just stepped out of Constantinople. The amira, dressed in the clothing of Bagha, looked as beautiful as the moon at its fullest. The captives were driven in front of the soldiers, but their bonds were tied loosely. Blue-eyed Husayn even wore a blond beard, fashioned from several long beards.

			On approaching Malatya, they saw that the gates were open, with soldiers ranged across the walls, expectantly watching the prisoners’ arrival. The soldiers came out of the city, Armawil at their head, to meet Bagha, only to find themselves facing the warriors of Bani Kilab. The battle lasted hours, but it was clear that day that the Rum had lost. The Bani Kilab entered the city and gathered to take stock of the situation. Princess Fatima addressed the band: “My cousins, I say we fortify this city, since it is now in our protection. We should leave some people here to defend it, while the rest ride back out to the fight. Then we will have a fortress to come back to, close to the border.”

			A Kilabi replied, “You are right, Cousin. After all, this land is better than that of Iraq. It soothes the soul and reminds us of our homeland in Arabia.” Zalim and Mazlum agreed, saying, “If we return safely, God willing, we could move our families and settle here, where we could ensure safety for the people in this region.”

			The next morning, the warrior band rode out to view the fortifications. They found the architecture sound, the walls tall and solid. In the city center, they found a great church and agreed to use the space for prayer. Inside, they found stores of flammable oil.8 Husayn hurriedly advised the band of warriors, “Take this oil with you in case we can use it. It won’t hurt to take it, and maybe it will help. My heart fears for my cousin ʿAbdullah in Amida.”

			With that, the warrior band departed. They left a commander and one thousand soldiers in Malatya, as well as some of those who had been captives. They warned the commander to keep alert before they rode out of the city. The troops of Bani Kilab numbered nine thousand, and the freed captives who rode with them numbered five thousand. They traveled toward Amida, carrying the oil with them. On the way, they encountered three men of the Rum coming from Amida on the road to Malatya. They stopped them and questioned them about their destination and the situation in Amida. The men surrendered willingly: “We’ll tell you what we know. You can do with us as you will. Princess Malatya overcame the Muslim army. There were only a small number who entered the city with their commander, ʿAbdullah. As for us, Princess Malatya sent us to bring the stores of oil to her at Amida. She is concerned that the siege is lasting too long, and Muslim reinforcements might arrive soon and take the city just as she is about to possess it. Also, she has with her a scholar of the Rum named Shadlukh. He promised her Amida within two days if she gets oil there. The wise man had with him a book that contained the history of Amida from its establishment, including its source of water. No doubt he stopped the source, and now Princess Malatya awaits our return with the oil so the scholar can carry out his plan. The Muslims in the city have withstood the siege patiently, but the Princess Malatya wants to end it soon.”

			The Kilabis listened to this news with growing concern. They said, “We have delayed so long that our brothers have been broken.”

			Husayn interjected, “Comrades, all that we have done is to end the same fight. We have not wasted our time. By the One who makes water flow from stone and directs the seas, I say we use this oil against the ones who called for it.”

			

			—

			As for ʿAbdullah, when he and his warriors from Iraq and Arabia had first approached Amida, they saw the Rum soldiers surrounding the city on all sides, a vast expanse of them blanketing the landscape; the people of Amida were withstanding the siege, waiting upon the Almighty to free them of their enemies. At the sight, nakhwat al-ʿArab rose in ʿAbdullah, and he called out, “Fight the good fight and free your brothers! This is our day!” His armies poured forth toward the Rum, their swords raised for battle.

			When the Rum saw the gathering dust, they spread out from the city in order to widen the battlefield. The two sides met, shaking the mountains with the intensity of their struggle. The sun disappeared in a cloud of dust. Limbs were removed, bodies disemboweled, blood spilled, and the vultures wheeled overhead.

			The ruler of Amida rode out of the city with twelve thousand troops, fighting alongside the reinforcements to liberate their besieged city. The Muslims fought alongside one another, surrounded by people and mounts crashing like waves around them. The Rum spread like locusts, and the fighting continued—swords slashing, blood flowing, the question unanswered—until ʿAbdullah called out, “Remain steady!” He charged forward, and the Muslim armies sought refuge for the night inside the city of Amida. From the walls above, Kurdish soldiers protected them with arrows until the gates were locked.

			In the morning, Princess Malatya surveyed the wreckage: The ground was littered with corpses. Her armies had been reduced, and many were injured. Of the warriors within the city walls, not one could lift a hand without feeling injuries and fatigue. ʿAbdullah was pained to see the state of the people within the city, but he took heart as he noted the tall walls of Amida. The ruler of Amida thanked ʿAbdullah for his efforts: “We were so nearly overtaken. I have few soldiers to protect a city of this size, and some of them fled from the invaders. Our backs were against the wall, so to speak, when you showed up. You have my thanks.”

			“Your city is safe for the moment, as long as we remain within the walls. We’re sure to come up with a plan. Besides, they suffered great losses.”

			Malatya spent that day, and the next, and the next, in a council meeting with her advisers. She announced, “I want you to fix this Amida mess for me. The walls are still standing, and I am out of ideas.”

			Shadlukh, a shaykh of the Rum, stood and replied, “Your Highness, I would speak with you in private. I have some critical information about the city.”

			Malatya quickly dismissed everyone but her closest advisers. Turning to Shadlukh, she insisted, “Tell me. If you can open the city, I will fulfill your wildest dreams.”

			“Your Highness, I have an ancient book. I inherited it from my father, and he from his father, Shalukh. He told me that it was by Aristotle, and it describes various regions: their lands, borders, and geographical information. Amida too is mentioned, including its water source that flows under the city into cisterns at the city’s center. It lies in that black mountain. I can stop the water’s flow from a place that I know, and the people of Amida will not be able to survive for lack of water. They will have to surrender the city to you within ten days.”

			Malatya smiled.

			Shadlukh added, “Keep in mind, this must remain secret so that the people of Amida are not alerted to our plan. They will have to surrender within ten days or be destroyed. Even if they have water stored up, stopping the source will create for us an entrance into the city. We can follow it to the city center, and destroy it from there. You will want to have some oil there, in case of resistance. Then your fighters can easily overcome them, for they will have nowhere to flee.”

			That night, Shadlukh took with him ten men and Princess Malatya. They set out from their tents in the dark, creeping across the ground until they reached a great rock. Shadlukh examined it on every side and then pointed, saying, “Dig here, and throw the earth far away.” The men dug heartily for a while, uncovering a slab of red marble. They could hear running water beneath it. The shakyh ordered, “Lift the slab away.” They did so, and they could see the water flowing. Then he instructed, “Dig to the left of the water.” They dug and uncovered a stone, working together until they had unearthed it. Under it was a cavern into which the water began to flow as soon as the stone was lifted, and the water ran under the mountain. Shadlukh explained that the water had thus been redirected: “Come up now, and leave the water like that. Not a drop will enter the city, and this is a place where no one comes. The water is flowing away under the mountain. If they don’t surrender the city, then we will surprise them in the middle of the night from this entrance!”

			Princess Malatya’s party returned to their tents before dawn. There she commented to her close advisers, “By the Messiah, it’s been too long since I heard from my sister! I told Bagha to send the prisoners and the money to Malatya, and write to the king about all that has happened, and all the wealth the Messiah has provided for us. If she had gone to Constantinople, then she would have returned by now with reinforcements. Truly, there are secrets at work in God’s plan, but He is kind and merciful to His followers.”

			Within Amida, the inhabitants, ʿAbdullah, the Bani Sulaym fighters, and the soldiers from Iraq spent three full days recovering from the battle. On the fourth day, their water supply was cut off, and they began to suffer anew.

			ʿAbdullah asked the ruler, “Do you know where the source of the city’s water is located?”

			“No, Sir, we have never been able to control the flow of the water. If the water supply remains cut off, then we have ten days before we will all die, our people and our animals. There are few wells in this region because our water source is always so plentiful. I have never considered it before.”

			“There is no power or strength but God’s.”

			They reduced their water use, but by the second day, the source had dried up completely. They lasted six more days, but the horses and other animals were suffering from extreme dehydration.

			ʿAbdullah instructed the gatekeepers, “Open the doors for us, and let us out to fight the enemy. At the very least, we will take from their water supply, and that will be better for everyone. Even if they kill all of us, our animals will be able to survive.” They agreed to do so as soon as it was night.

			At nightfall, ʿAbdullah asked the ruler, “Do you have any oil?”

			“Yes, I have more oil than anyone can withstand.”

			“Bring it to me so I can distribute it among the troops. Either we will be victorious, or we will die at the swords of the Rum.”

			“Do as you see fit. I and my people will follow your lead.” Then he called for the large jars of oil, and they were brought, then poured into smaller jars, which were carefully distributed among all the troops: the Kurds, the soldiers from Iraq, and the Bani Sulaym from Arabia. Each soldier carried a small jar of the oil. They crept to the enemy camp and then gave a great battle cry. The first commander of the Rum to appear was on guard duty. The rest of the Rum forces heard the fighting and sprang from their tents toward the sounds of struggle. Princess Malatya appeared with her advisers and commanders. No one remained in the tents, everyone having mounted or run to join in the fighting.

			Malatya said to those nearest her, “Don’t worry, they have very little left with which to fight.” At that moment, flaming missiles struck the Rum camp, the fire leaping and spreading.

			The Bani Kilab warriors, approaching on horseback from the city of Malatya, could see the tumult in the night and the camp of the Rum, tents completely unoccupied. Husayn yelled to his companions, “Cousins, use the oil on the tents, and then help the people of Amida! They must have been in a tight bind to leave the city at night!”

			The Rum were surrounded, fire and yelling coming from in front and behind. In all the confusion they could hardly identify who was the enemy. Their horses took fright at the noise and the flames and fled. It was windy that night, and the flames spread until the camp was no more. Princess Malatya and her advisers did not survive in the tumult. The remaining Rum were gathered together, and the captives numbered twenty thousand. The people of Amida spent the entire following day putting out fires to prevent it from spreading into the hills. Then friend gathered with friend, and all entered the city in relief and celebration.

			The Bani Kilab warriors informed ʿAbdullah of Bagha’s demise, the rescue of the prisoners, and the taking of Malatya. “We’ve decided to live there. It has all we need to live out our lives in peace.”

			ʿAbdullah replied, “Right and good. All that remains is to write to your friends and relatives in Arabia so they can join you there.”

			

			—

			Some of the captives were released, and some chose to join their captors. Of the wealth gained from the Rum, equal shares were distributed among all. ʿAbdullah wrote to the Bani Sulaym in Arabia, inviting them to move to Malatya. He also wrote to the caliph Mansur, informing him of Amida’s liberation and all that had happened. He wrote of Malatya, newly acquired thanks to Princess Fatima and the Bani Kilab tribe. Mazlum rode with two hundred soldiers to deliver treasures, coin, and herds gained from the Rum.

			After their departure, ʿAbdullah and the ruler of Amida rode out together to search for the water source, but they could not locate it. They returned to the city for the night. Husayn inquired, “I saw you two ride in looking worried. . . .”

			ʿAbdullah replied, “Did we not tell you how our water supply was cut off, and we were all near death here in the city? As soon as the immediate danger was averted, we have been looking for the source, but we cannot find it.”

			Husayn laughed. “Come on, let’s walk up through the cistern until we come to the source.”

			ʿAbdullah was stunned by the simplicity of this plan. Together they went to the cistern. The great cavern was vaulted and seemed to stretch on forever. At last they heard water and saw it flowing down through an inner channel. They returned the marble slab and great rock to their places, and made their way outside. By the time they had returned to the city, the water was already in the city center, as it had been before its interruption.

			In the morning, ʿAbdullah oversaw the provisioning of Bani Kilab and Bani Sulaym with camels before they set out for Malatya. He had developed a strong affection for Princess Fatima, respecting her bravery and competence.9 On arrival at Malatya, ʿAbdullah saw that it was a large town with strong walls and high towers. The commander they had left to oversee it rode out to welcome the newcomers. Princess Fatima set up her tent on a hill within the city walls, beside a river.

			Bani Kilab divided the land, and Princess Fatima arranged for the building of an administrative center. ʿAbdullah, Princess Fatima, Zalim, Walid, and the other Bani Kilab warriors rode out to investigate the area. They found that the garrisons of the Rum had fled the area when they heard of the demise of the Princesses Malatya and Bagha, leaving the three castles abandoned. Smiling, ʿAbdullah said to Princess Fatima, “Amira, the castles are now yours. You can live in them.”

			Princess Fatima thanked him and said, “We set up camp on the hill because we are used to roughing it in the wilderness, and we will be ready here if ever need arises for our help.” Then she returned, with ʿAbdullah and the Bani Kilab riders, to the camp on the hill in Malatya.

		

	
		
			TRIALS OF MOTHERHOOD1

			Mazlum arrived in Baghdad only to learn that Mansur had passed away and Hadi had taken his place as caliph. He was ushered in to Hadi’s spacious majlis reception area, where he kissed the ground. The letters that he had handed to the official at the door were now delivered to the ruler. Reading the greetings for Mansur, Hadi thought, These people have not heard of his death. He mentally excused their mistake, returning to read the letters in their entirety. He learned of the victory over the Rum and the acquisition of Malatya. He found the description of Dhat al-Himma impressive and was overjoyed to see Mazlum deliver the captives and spoils of battle. Hadi honored Mazlum with the gift of a ceremonial robe and designated a set of robes each for ʿAbdullah, Princess Fatima, and the other absent leaders of Bani Kilab and Bani Sulaym. Mazlum again kissed the ground, thanking the ruler and taking his leave.

			From Baghdad, Mazlum rode to the Hijaz region of Arabia to deliver ʿAbdullah’s messages to the people of Bani Sulaym and Bani Kilab. All agreed to relocate, and they set out the very day that they heard the news. With howdah carriages mounted on many of the camels, they journeyed day and night until they reached Malatya. A scout had ridden ahead to notify the town, and so the inhabitants rode out to meet the newcomers. At the front rode ʿAbdullah, Zalim and his son, and Princess Fatima. Mazlum delivered to them the robes gifted by Hadi in an atmosphere of reunion and celebration. Loved ones embraced, and everyone entered the city together.

			Gradually, news of the town spread, and new residents arrived, including Christians and Armenians. The abandoned homes became populated, the lands cultivated. The people of Malatya built houses, mosques, schools, and marketplaces, and trade flourished. The warriors of Bani Kilab and Bani Sulaym rode out daily to practice, sparring with spears.

			The flame that Walid carried in his heart for Princess Fatima had not dimmed. Walid could neither snuff it out nor fan it, for he was unable to approach her or even speak with her about it. He complained of his misery to everyone who would listen. One day, a shaykh of the Bani Sulaym said to him, “I can introduce you to someone who will be able to solve your problem: my cousin, ʿUqba. He is unique in his time, knowledgeable and informed of every trick, because since he was a child, he had nothing to do but read. He read very advanced books by great scholars and will be able to help you either by writing you a special amulet or by giving you something for your cousin to drink. Either way, you’ll get what you want in the end.” Walid returned home, resolving to meet with this ʿUqba.

			ʿUqba had been raised among the Bani Sulaym, all of whom could still recall the dream his mother had during her pregnancy. She had consulted the wise ones of her tribe about it, and they had predicted: “The boy coming to you is a bad apple. He will cause discord among people, both women and men. He will carry out plots, and his faith will be corrupted. You should keep these things to yourself.”

			When ʿUqba was born, no one ever spoke of the prediction, but his mother found that she could not sympathize with her child. From his youth, ʿUqba ruined everything around her, stirring up trouble first among her peers, and then in an ever-widening circle. When he grew old enough, he departed to travel widely, studying and meeting with scholars. He was known for his cleverness, automatically memorizing everything he ever heard. He became a philosopher, undertaking studies in the Torah, the Gospels, and the Quran. He memorized all the sacred texts and studied all the various schools of thought. Some said that he was a heretical hypocrite, appearing religious on the outside but wholly corrupted on the inside.

			At home, Walid had some sweets prepared, and then he took them to ʿUqba, accompanied by the man who referred him. The sage was home alone. They sat, and ʿUqba and Walid’s acquaintance ate the sweets. Then Walid’s acquaintance said to ʿUqba, “Cousin, I’ve told Walid of your accomplishments. I’m introducing the two of you because there’s something he’d like to discuss with you, and I’d like you to help him with his request.”

			“Certainly.”

			Walid burst into tears, complaining of his passion for his cousin and concluding, “I swear to God, Lord of Love, if you get me what I want, I’ll give you one hundred dinars, a new silk brocade robe, a turban, and one of my finest horses.”

			ʿUqba replied, “You must promise complete discretion in this matter, and not repeat what is said here. . . . Now, who is closest to this cousin of yours?”

			“No one is closer to her than her milk-brother Marzuq. He accompanies and assists her, whether in travel or here in Malatya.”

			“It appears that I can help you.” He reached out and selected a small pouch, taking from it a bit of paste. From this, he handed Walid a pinch the size of a small coin, saying, “Take this. Invite Marzuq to visit you. Give him some money and explain to him that he is to put this in the lady’s food or drink so that you can fulfill your desire. Seeing that she is your cousin and your rightful wife, you are doing nothing wrong or harmful to her. Once he takes the money and administers the mixture, do as you like with her.”

			The mixture was a narcotic ground up with blue sulfur. Simply tasting a speck of it could knock a camel out cold. ʿUqba kept the mixture on hand because he had a penchant for beautiful women. When a woman heard of his great learning and she came to him, he would speak with her and then use the mixture to render her weak and pliable.

			With the mixture in his possession, Walid sent for Marzuq and explained his request: “As you know, Dhat al-Himma is my cousin, and she has been my rightful wife since the days of Mansur. You have seen all that I have endured for her sake. I want you to help me with her. Here is a thousand dinars for you.”

			“What do you want me to do? What are you getting at?”

			Walid explained his needs, concluding, “I want you to slip this into her drinking cup. When she has finished hunting, just bring her some water. This is not dirty money.”

			“I won’t take anything from you. She is your cousin and your rightful wife.”

			Marzuq took the mixture, and Walid prepared for a day of hunting. The next day, Princess Fatima rode out with Walid, through the brush and wild areas near Malatya. Animals bolted ahead of them, and the riders followed. When the day grew hot, they returned to Malatya. Princess Fatima dismounted, feeling thirsty after her morning exertions. Marzuq brought her a cup of water laced with the additive. She took it with complete trust, knowing he would never betray her. No sooner had the liquid touched her tongue than she fell onto her bed unconscious. Walid had made Marzuq promise to notify him when Princess Fatima had drunk the potion. Marzuq told Walid, “What you requested awaits you.”

			“You did it, Marzuq?”

			“Yes, she is on her bed.”

			At the threshold, Walid turned to Marzuq. “You go in first, and lift her hand so I can see if she is really asleep.”

			Marzuq approached Princess Fatima, raised her hand, and then dropped it. Her arm fell like a piece of wood. Seeing his dear friend in such a state, Marzuq regretted what he had done, but it was too late to take back his action. He left with a sinking feeling.

			Then Walid moved forward, his heart beating. He felt like he was in a dream. He removed her trousers, only to find beneath them a set of fitted leather leggings. Faced with layers that attested to Dhat al-Himma’s safeguarding of herself, Walid’s resolve faltered. Fumbling, he grabbed his knife and cut a hole in the leather. He fulfilled his desire until she bled. Satisfied, he left with a sense of achievement.

			Without this intervention, the great lion of a hero ʿAbdelwahhab would never have been born.

			Outside, Marzuq saw Walid’s face and knew what had taken place. He warned Walid, “Get out of here, or God knows what she will do to you when she comes to.”

			Walid told his father what he had done, and Zalim informed his brother Mazlum. Walid said to his uncle, “I better make myself scarce,” but Mazlum replied, “Why run away from your family? Your patience has been rewarded.” He walked to his daughter’s dwelling and sat in front of the door to ensure her safety and privacy.

			Marzuq felt deeply ashamed of his part in the farce, even though he had refused Walid’s money.

			When she woke at last, Fatima tried to sit up but could not due to the lingering effects of the anesthetic. She noted that her head was spinning and realized that she had been drugged. She yelled for Marzuq, “Backstabber! How could you betray me, Brother? You treat me like an enemy!” She drew her sword and fought the urge to run him through.

			Then her father approached, stepping between her and Marzuq. “Daughter, do not do anything you will regret later. There is no shame in what passed. You are not weakened in any way: women were created for men. Accept what has been allotted to you. Embrace God’s will for you.”

			Throwing her sword aside, Fatima fell to her knees, her head bowed. She said, “By the grace of the Prophet and the Light of the Umma, if Walid comes before me, I will kill him, even if I must atone for it in Hell.” She remained confined to her home, refusing to ride. She grew ill, and each of the commanders came to visit her. ʿAbdullah was pained by her appearance, but she showed no sign of recovering from her mysterious illness. She offered no explanations, and her secret remained hidden.

			Time passed, and the time of childbirth neared. Fatima felt the contractions of labor begin. He who says “Be” and it is had ordained a son for Fatima and her community. Fatima was frightened by the pain, but she persevered and was graced with the mercy of Divine support through her labor. At last the child was born at daybreak, with dark eyes, arched eyebrows, and skin like midnight.

			On seeing him, the women present were stunned. One exclaimed, “Lady Dhat al-Himma, your son is Black, but you and the father are both white!”

			Tearfully, another whispered, “Amira, what has befallen you? We all know how careful you are. How could this happen?”

			Princess Fatima replied, “The child is a creation of God, ‘the First and the Last,’ the One who brings low the mighty and raises the weak, who brings life to the dead and death to the living, and who issues white from black and black from white. All I know is God works in mysterious ways.”

			One shameless woman cut in, “Enough of your rhetoric. We don’t always get what we want. If you ask me, you should cut the boy’s umbilical cord and then hide him. You can answer to our Lord on the Last Day. Better yet, the safest route is to be rid of the boy altogether, or you’ll be destroyed because of him.” The others murmured in agreement with the harsh truth in the woman’s words.

			Princess Fatima roared at them to leave, but they remained. She muttered to herself, “There is no power or strength but God’s. God be praised for forming this life in the darkness of my womb. I am not afraid of the truth. I’m not going to kill myself for being legitimately married, my marriage contract signed by the caliph himself. I am a respectable woman, always living with an awareness of my Maker. I have no need for marriage. People can be angry or they can accept me. Either way, I have no control over their hearts. Clearly whatever is happening here is in hands bigger than mine.” She continued in verse, “The Merciful knows of my innocence . . .

			
				A man drugged me—altering my mind from its true course.

				That which is Written comes to pass—The judgment of God knows no defeater.

				For thus am I endowed—with a child who outshines starless nights.

				My anger would only increase the misfortune—“surpassing the horizons with misery”2

				I swear by the Family of the Prophet not to kill him—the Prophet taught us better.

				You all know the father of this child—It is the plain truth. . . .

			

			At this, the women believed her. One said, “We accept your story and the child, but no one else will understand. Let us dispose of him, and we will take care of telling the others that you gave birth to Walid’s child, and it passed away. Everyone dies eventually, and it is very common for little ones. There is no shame in it.”

			Princess Fatima sighed in exasperation. “I told you already that killing a child is totally contrary to Islam. Never suggest that as a solution!” She arranged for a group of nurses to care for him. “He is a gift from God,” she said as she entrusted him to their care until he grew a little older. Together the women named him ʿAbdelwahhab, and they promised to keep his identity a secret.

			The story circulated that Dhat al-Himma had given birth to a child by Walid, and it had not survived. Everyone expressed their sympathies. Walid heard the news from afar, and it saddened him. He had also heard that Princess Fatima had sworn to kill him if she laid eyes upon him, so he kept to one of the castles, avoiding her. She rode every day, but she never saw Walid or sought his company.

			One day Walid visited ʿAbdullah in secret and told him his story, ending with, “Dhal al-Himma has given birth to a son, who did not survive, and she swore she would kill me. I’m afraid of her, and afraid of what might happen.”

			ʿAbdullah shook his head and said, “Lord knows you only wronged yourself, Walid, even if what you did was not strictly illegal. Nevertheless, I’m going riding tomorrow anyway, and I will try to make peace between you.” Walid thanked him and spent that night with ʿAbdullah’s household.

			The next morning, ʿAbdullah rode out with some companions. Princess Fatima was also riding, and she approached to greet ʿAbdullah. He returned her greeting warmly, allowing their horses to fall back behind the others. Then he told her that he knew of what had passed between her and Walid, and he asked if it was necessary for her to insist on bringing discord to the community over it.

			Sighing, she said, “My cousin wronged me, but I do not want him to hold this against me.”

			“I have forbidden him from hurting or blaming you.”

			

			—

			ʿAbdullah returned to Walid and informed him of the conversation. Walid agreed to bide his time, but his heart was sore. He kept his distance from Princess Fatima for weeks, and then months, until ʿAbdelwahhab was four years old. ʿAbdelwahhab took to playing with the other children of the town, hanging from the tent ropes and running about. The woman who cared for him taught him verses from the Quran and basic manners and hygiene. One day he said to her, “Mom, buy me a horse so I can ride among the heroes. When I grow up, I can take care of you!”

			Surprised, she replied, “My son, I am only a servant. Let me ask someone else for you.” She went to Dhat al-Himma and repeated the boy’s request.

			Delighted, Princess Fatima replied, “Sister, bring him to my tent this evening. Let me get to know him, his talents and inclinations. You can continue taking care of him by day.”

			“As you wish.”

			Princess Fatima came to care for her son, and she found herself impatient to see him again. This arrangement continued until one fateful night. One of the women of her household, Salwa, was in love with a servant of Walid’s named Saʿad. One night, when they were together, Saʿad told Salwa that Walid grew upset every time he saw Dhat al-Himma, viewing his marriage as a failure.

			Salwa whispered, “Saʿad, what I am about to tell you is so secret that it could lead them to hate or even kill each other. The amira gave birth to a Black baby. She hid it among the servants so that no one would accuse her of having been with Marzuq. She claims that it is Walid’s child.” No sooner had Saʿad heard this than he rushed to find his master.

			Walid was with his father, Zalim. As they listened to Saʿad repeating Salwa’s tale, their minds began to spin.

			“Bring me the servant girl,” ordered Walid.

			Saʿad returned with Salwa, and they questioned her. Salwa told them of ʿAbdelwahhab, how he was hidden because he was Black, and clearly a bastard. “She put him away, my lord, because she chose a servant over you—she was raised among servants, after all. She prefers them, and would only give herself to one of them.”

			“You spin a fascinating tale, Salwa. How can we prove it?”

			“My lord, come at night with some elders as witnesses. You will find the boy at her side. You will see that he is Black, and that she is hiding her shame.”

			Zalim thanked the girl: “We will not forget this good deed of yours. The next time you see the boy with her, come and tell us.”

			“Yes, Sir.” She returned to Princess Fatima’s home and kept watch. That night, Walid and Zalim gathered together a group of elders. They explained the situation, and the elders advised them to seize the opportunity when it arose. Thus a group of conspirators formed around the shared mission to discredit Princess Fatima. They were pleased to take down one endowed with such bravery.

			Salwa arrived with the news: “She’s holding the bastard now! Her secret is exposed in the dark of night.”

			Walid and Zalim rushed to Dhat al-Himma’s quarters, filled with rage. Walid was the first to enter her home, and Zalim called out, “Fatima! Show us our child! Such a noble woman should not keep such a blessing from us! Show him to us even if he is Black.”

			“This is your child,” she said as she rose. Her eyes took in the crowd. “I see that you brought the whole town.”

			“Show us the child.”

			“This is Walid’s child, ʿAbdelwahhab. I kept him hidden until Walid could grow in his appreciation of both me and the child. I have sworn off husbands, Walid or otherwise. Life is too short.”

			“Indeed, life is fleeting,” rasped Walid, “but where is my child, Amira of the Arabs?”

			“This is your child. Look at him! If his coloring is unusual, considering that his mother and father are both fair, at least he has a heart of gold and can see the world clearly.”

			Zalim threw back his head and laughed. “Dhat al-Himma, where did you get this child? He looks a lot like Marzuq.” He drew his sword and struck her above her chest.

			Princess Fatima pulled her sword from its sheath and snarled, “You sorry excuse for an Arab. What do you think you’re doing? You call yourself a man!”

			Then Walid drew his sword on ʿAbdelwahhab, drawing blood from near the boy’s ear. The boy screamed. By this time, some people had run to inform Mazlum, who came running with a group of warriors, and they imposed order upon the gathering, sending everyone home.

			The next morning, Mazlum arranged for ʿAbdullah to hold an inquest and make a judgment in the case. ʿAbdullah sat on a chair carved from ivory and engraved with gold. Everyone concerned gathered in his majlis reception room.

			Walid leapt up like a madman, his eyes wild, to address the gathering. Clearing his throat dramatically, he said, “You all blame me for Dhat al-Himma’s folly. Seeing as how she is my cousin, her honor reflects on me, and her infidelity is a personal offense. She renounced me for the preposterous reason that she prefers slaves! Now she has a Black bastard, and she claims it’s mine! The kid is as dark as night, and we’re both fair. How can this be?

			
				Respectable people, hear me out

				My heart is blazing

				It yearned for her from the start

				Sincerely longing

				You can’t blame me for my doubt

				She’s clearly lying

				Judge between us, figure it out

				Or I’ll die trying.

			

			All eyes upon Walid, it was as if the world had turned upside down. Like the moment in battle when the sword is drawn and the soul quivers in fear. Mazlum stood listening. Zalim watched Princess Fatima, gloating. All were perplexed. Someone said, “It makes no sense.”

			Another replied, “Have you ever seen two light-skinned parents have a child that dark?”

			Another said, “Take care what you say. That’s not our concern, and there is no way for us to know the truth in this matter. In the end, God made all people, the light and the dark, and this is in God’s hands. In the fields, haven’t you seen how some sheaves of grain can have a hundred grains, while others have none? We have known the amira to be nothing but trustworthy, and impeccable in her devotions and behavior. Anyone who doubts that this child is Walid’s should think again.”

			As the gathering was discussing the matter, Mazlum appealed to his daughter privately: “You have opened us to scandal and called our reputation into question. If you have anything to say, share it now. It could be a matter of life or death.” Tears of frustration welled up in his eyes and spilled over, and he continued in verse:

			
				Daughter of Mazlum,

				I have cried so many tears over you

				How will I ever live this down?

				How is it your son does not resemble you?

				You are accused of infidelity

				Is it true?

			

			Princess Fatima had years of experience of not sleeping all night and not eating all day. She had developed discipline for fasting and surviving in harsh conditions, but when she heard her father’s verse, she screamed so loud that she silenced everyone else. “What a travesty! What is this, Father? Are you taking the word of the conniving schemer Zalim and his son who is not to be trusted? I swear the only thing between me and Walid is a blade, but I don’t want his blood on my hands.

			
				I may be confused and suffering,

				But the Merciful doubts me not

				By the One who established the heavens

				And who knows all that passes in secret,

				The Powerful who brings about life,

				The Compassionate who defends from hurt,

				By the Prophet and all his supporters,

				Abu Bakr comes first,

				Then ʿUthman, “Al-Faruq” who distinguishes wrong from right,

				And ʿAli, Muhammad’s cousin, willing to stand and fight,

				In memory of the Prophet’s family,

				By the holy water of Zamzam and the celebrated cornerstone,

				My conscience is clear.

				Since my teenage years, I have worked for what is right.

				If my child is Black,

				This is God’s doing, and we should consider that.

				The One Who arrays flowers in such varied colors

				Also relieves burdens and heals the heart.

				The One turns black hair to bright white

				Have you not heard of light skin also turning dark?

				I fear for the community that solves a problem by committing a crime.

				My soul is at peace, and my patience will not run out.

			

			Tears welled up in her eyes and spilled down her cheeks. At this, sly ʿUqba turned to her, saying, “Dhat al-Himma, there’s no need to beat yourself up. Instead, you should keep in mind that when Walid laid with you, you were drugged. After that, Marzuq showed up. He himself is a bastard and, seeing you so available, just couldn’t help himself. Walid is concerned that the child is not his, but it’s not your fault. You weren’t conscious.”

			His words made Fatima nearly lose her mind. She drew her sword, saying, “You dog of Bani Sulaym. You jump at the chance to slander someone from Bani Kilab. I should put an end to your meddling,” but the people of Bani Sulaym interceded on his behalf, claiming that they relied on him to be their faqih, a religious authority.

			By this intentional provocation, ʿUqba had sought to ensure Walid’s loyalty, counting on the power of tribal ties. Indeed, a group of Mazlum’s supporters had reached for their swords in defense of Princess Fatima. For a tense moment, omens of death flitted through the air.

			Then Mazlum called everyone to their senses: “Where are the protectors of girls? Where are the followers of the Lord of the heavens? Where are those who know Princess Fatima as ever-reliable and trustworthy? Have you not heard the words of the One who knows all secrets?

			
				Girls are always under fire,

				Especially Fatima and those upstanding

				Rumors of their misdeeds spread

				Yet they focus on their praying

				How many times has she defended you?

				How much effort for fairness is she known for making?

				She is Dhat al-Himma, known for Honor and Grace: Today she faces

				An accusation that would make great hearts set to shrinking

				Her son ʿAbdelwahhab

				From extraordinary circumstances emerging

				His skin may be dark, but through this child

				Our Lord is capable of bringing forth the brightest blessings

				Be not hasty to judge, for God forgives all sins

				The destruction of good souls excepting.

			

			All who heard Mazlum were impressed by his eloquence.

			At this, the amir ʿAbdullah engaged Zalim, the amir of Bani Sulaym, in combat. The two tried unsuccessfully to overpower each other all day long. When night fell, the mercy of God allowed those representing Mazlum and Princess Fatima to triumph over Zalim and Bani Sulaym. The lengthening shadows broke up the melee, and both sides retired to their tents.

			The amira went home to her son and kissed him on his forehead. Then she scooped him into her lap, saying, “Thanks be to the One who formed you. May he give you patience during this challenging time. I wish, for your sake, that I had never drawn attention to you.”

			ʿAbdelwahhab raised his head, tears falling from his eyes. He was intelligent in his youth and would become a leader when he grew up. He had great himma3 and a noble, transparent bearing. At this time, he was only seven years old, crying in honest consternation. He was attuned to his mother, noticing when she rose and when she sat, listening to her and doing as she said. When he touched her arm, she felt that he would be strong and that he would support her with the steadfastness of a mountain.

			Fatima smiled, saying, “My son, these hands will do great things.”

			“You know, God made me Black for a reason. He knows best.” Then he broke into poetry,

			
				I may look dark,

				But my heart is bright enough to light up the world

				There is no shame in skin color

				Only in undeserving deeds

				Pride rests only in actions

				That stand up to the test of Judgment.

			

			Proud of her son, the amira replied, “What a smart kid you are! You will go far. My son, ask not about what happened to me. I must ride out this challenge and see what is to be done.”

			

			—

			In the morning, ʿAbdullah rode with the great warriors of Bani Kilab and Bani Sulaym to the home of Zalim and Walid. Gathering them together, he said, “It is time to resolve this dispute.” He gestured for Princess Fatima to step forward, saying to her, “I seek to mediate between you.”

			She replied, “Amir, by the One who Knows Hidden Secrets, this boy is the son of Walid.”

			He nodded. “I can see that you are telling the truth. The hearts of all those gathered here confirm what we have seen of your integrity and proper conduct. Let not your heart worry. It is for me to remove this stubborn division between you. Walid must recognize the boy as his son, despite his dark complexion.”

			“Sir, what would you have me do? What happened between us was a farce. I want nothing to do with him. Walid accused me of adultery in front of everyone, and it was an utter lie. I have drunk from the cup of suffering.”

			“I have an idea.” Those gathered turned toward ʿAbdullah expectantly, and he continued. “Let us take the boy to Mecca. We will seek the opinion of the leaders there, and we will agree to abide by their decision.” The crowd expressed their support for this plan. Mazlum and Princess Fatima were hopeful, and only Zalim and ʿUqba found the idea less than satisfactory.

			Mazlum appointed five hundred of his men, and Zalim and Walid chose one thousand of their men. ʿAbdullah also took one thousand warriors of Bani Sulaym, and together the entire party set out for the House of Sanctuary (the Kaaba) and Zamzam. As they rode, Mazlum was pensive. He rode a little apart, spontaneously composing poetry:

			
				Here we go, to the ancient sanctuary

				Relying on our Prophet

				To bring us relief and clarity

				From our hardship

				Though he is colored darkly

				I have seen the boy’s wisdom

				May the sacred space bring mercy

				Or my daughter will lose her life

				Indeed I could lose mine as well, heartily

				For what would life be without her?

				May they believe her—Be kind, my Lord, Sidi.

			

			When they were three days’ ride from Mecca, the group camped near a hill that overlooked a fragrant meadow. Water flowed through the meadow among blooming flowers. In the center of the meadow were brocade tents, some set up and others bundled nearby, as well as a collection of swords. The area was controlled by a large clan called Bani Harb. Their leader, Ghashim, was a powerful champion and was nicknamed Shaytan al-Hijaz, “Devil of the Hijaz,” and ʿIfrit al-Barr, “Afrit of the Land.” Zalim and Walid rode down to meet with Ghashim. They greeted him and related their story from start to finish.

			Ghashim had only one question: “Whose death do you want more, hers or the boy’s?”

			Zalim answered, “If you can do it, leave neither remaining.” He had brought with him a herd of camels, including both mares and stallions. Now he presented these to Ghashim. He and Walid then returned to their tents before nightfall.

			

			—

			On arrival, Princess Fatima dismounted and embraced her father. She said to him, “You know, Father, Walid and your brother Zalim will stop at nothing to get the better of us. Be on the lookout.”

			“Surely they’ve done enough already. I’m just worried for you.”

			“My heart tells me that they are capable of anything.”

			“My brother would never do anything really evil. He would never spill the blood of his own clan, especially not in this place of sanctuary. If it was not for the matter of scandal and reputations at stake, he would not have opposed me.”

			They spent that night peacefully, but the next morning they were awoken by shouts. Amid the commotion, someone yelled, “Stand aside, Bani Sulaym. You are not our concern. We are here for Bani Kilab only.”

			Then there appeared a giant atop a mighty black horse, like a towering mountain. Behind the giant were more than five hundred warriors mounted on Arabian horses. Fatima’s army of kin walked toward Ghashim and then halted to meet him. As leader, Fatima addressed Ghashim: “Sir, this is a world in which each soul is responsible for itself alone. We came here seeking judgment from the most notable legal experts. I am free of blame in this matter, but there are forces at work here greater than any of us.” Then she broke into poetry:

			
				Ghashim, we meet in a moment of injustice

				If not for the equality between us, you would be scavenger fare by now

				But unfortunately for you, it’s not me to whom you must answer

				Consider the birds of land and sea in all their hues

				Among them are black birds, and red, and yellow

				There are birds colored unlike their fellows, God knows why

				Walid’s role as husband was foul play

				If you have any sense of justice, you will let him prove himself in a duel

				Make your choice carefully, for the sake of your own conscience.

			

			Ghashim asked those near him, “Who is that?”

			“The amira Dhat al-Himma, daughter of Mazlum.”

			Ghashim was impressed and found himself in sympathy with her. Turning to Walid, he said, “Go out to her. If she has been wronged, the Lord of the Kaaba will not give you victory over her anyway. If she’s lying and is at fault, then you will win.”

			Walid hesitated, knowing that if he met her on the field, she would win. He said, “Let us resort to the court. . . . You know, amir, this woman is not like others. She can outfight lions.”

			Ghashim laughed, saying, “I see. What’ll you wager? Name your odds, and I’ll send my slave Kubbash in to fight her.”

			“This saddle I’m sitting on—it’s worth five hundred dinars.”

			Ghashim shouted, “Kubbash!” A man approached, towering like a mountain, riding atop a Hijazi camel faster than horses. The mighty Black slave answered Ghashim, “Yes, Master. What would you like me to do?”

			“Bring me the head of that warrior.”

			“Yes, Sir.”

			Kubbash attacked the amira. He was known throughout the Hijaz for his fierceness in battle. But it was only a moment before the amira yelled, taking him by surprise, and thrust her spear through his chest.

			Ghashim spluttered, “I didn’t want him dead, but she’s just too good. . . . Walid, I’m taken with her, and I want her for myself. Divorce her, or I’ll have you eliminated.”

			Stymied, Walid replied, “Sir, God has already parted me from her, for our heads have never laid together on the same pillow.”

			“In that case, pronounce her divorced, and she shall no longer be your wife.” Ghashim broke into poetry,

			
				Divorce her, for your case has become too difficult

				After all she has done, I must have her

				A Black child shames her not

				She is a pure and free woman

				In my eyes, she is clean

				She is free, and her son is free

				Divorce her, for I’ve fallen for her

				I want only to support her

				If you do not give her up,

				You will be making your home in a grave.

			

			Walid looked into Ghashim’s eyes and was afraid for himself. “Sir, she is divorced from me.”

			Ghashim summoned a shaykh from among his retinue, saying, “Go swiftly to her father, Mazlum, and tell him: ‘The amir Ghashim prevails upon your graciousness to consider his proposal. First, he affirms the innocence of Dhat al-Himma from all charges of indecency because he would like to marry her himself. Second, he is a ruler controlling territory from the Hijaz to Yemen, and would thus provide an alliance for your people in the territories of Sham and Iraq. You will also receive as many camels and other livestock as you request.’ Then go to Dhat al-Himma and tell her that her star is on the rise: ‘The amir Ghashim has requested your hand in marriage and ensured your divorce from Walid. You may have any dowry you wish. He will fight your enemies, bringing their heads to you if you like. You will become queen of the Arabs. If you decline this offer, he will find other ways to persuade you, so consider well your answer.’ ”

			The shaykh went to Mazlum, relating his leader’s words. Mazlum, stunned, replied, “I hope that my daughter will agree, but I have nothing to do with this decision. Go to my daughter, and we shall see what she says.”

			The shaykh nodded. “Yes, I have a message for her,” and he continued on to the amira, who was riding her horse. The shaykh called to her in greeting. She returned the greeting and approached him so he could deliver his news. “Amira, your actions and bearing have caught the attention of Amir Ghashim. He has spoken profusely of your beauty. May you enhance your goodness by marrying him. He offers you a dowry of ten thousand camel mares and countless sheep, goats, and horses. He has secured your divorce from Walid in front of witnesses. If you wish, he will finish him off. Or he could pardon him, or bring him to you for you to deal with. As you wish. Please consider his offer.”

			“Sir, I can see what a generous offer this is. Please convey my response: If I was looking for a husband, I would certainly accept this great and formidable amir. However, I am focused upon my calling. I ride not for prestige but to further the cause of goodness in this world.”

			“You do realize that if you were to marry my esteemed amir, all charges against you would be dropped and your name would be cleared?”

			“No one can clear my name but the All-Knowing.”

			“The amir Ghashim did mention that if you do not accept his offer, he will come for you in any case. You may be putting your family and people in danger.”

			“He is not capable of such a thing. If we had not had an internal disagreement, no one from the Hijaz would ever have become desirous of us. If I must marry, then let my dowry be the one who overcomes me on the duel field.

			
				Return to him, saying, Sir Sidi,

				Her dowry request is great

				If you want her beauty,

				You must knock her down in a duel

				If you lose this combat parley,

				You renounce all claims to her

				By the One who raised the heavens so ably,

				Laying out the oceans masterfully,

				And by his Prophet who lived justly,

				None shall be my husband but he who bests me.

			

			Returning to Ghashim, the shaykh delivered the amira’s response. Ghashim shrugged, saying, “She just wants to see how serious I am.” Then he arranged a gift to be delivered to her—money from pilgrims who had traveled to the area for hajj. He also captured Zalim and Walid and sent them along with the gift.

			The following day, Ghashim sent a messenger to ask for her hand again. The messenger returned empty-handed, so Ghashim descended upon Princess Fatima’s camp. There they faced each other in combat. As they fought, a haze encircled them. Zalim and Walid stood off to the side, observing their tactics. They noted their great skill, until the rising dust obscured their vision. They could hear the give and take of combat, as well as their verbal sparring, but could not see how the light of Princess Fatima’s eyes dimmed, her feet moving of their own accord, or how Ghashim’s scowl darkened, his blows full of anger. And they could not see the sweat pouring from both their brows. The onlookers waited nervously, but the din continued until nightfall.

			Then someone intervened, calling for the duel to resume the next day. Ghashim and Princess Fatima parted ways, spending the night on their guard. Before the break of day, the amira did her dawn prayers and mounted her horse. Her people and those of her uncle Zalim followed her, willing to fight with her, but she insisted on continuing to fight alone.

			Ghashim arrived at the field, and they faced off once again. As they crossed swords, they moved across the length and width of the field, clashing and clanging, until at midday they began to falter. Again the rising dust obscured them. Ghashim grew dazed from the constant onslaught. The amira stepped up her attacks, closing in on him under the clouds of dust.

			Then Princess Fatima let out a shout so loud it seemed to rattle the stones. “You,” she called, “are going down. You double-crossing scoundrel! Today I’m going to teach you what happens when someone comes after me and my family.”

			Ghashim responded by wildly increasing the force of his attacks. He aimed for her chest, and Mazlum feared for his daughter. The amir ʿAbdullah winced, and all the amira’s supporters watched tensely.

			As for Zalim and Walid, they were delighted at the display. Zalim leaned over and whispered to Walid, “Dhat al-Himma’s days are numbered! Ghashim will put her in her place, and you will be well rid of her.”

			As the blows glanced Princess Fatima, she recoiled, only to spring back, but she ceased to attack Ghashim. As she ran for her horse, she raised her face to the sky: To the One who Knows me, who made the night tranquil and the moon a lamp. She asked for deliverance from the ruthless man behind her and found her energy renewed. As she met Ghashim again, she thrust her sword forward, saying, “Take that, you arrogant brute! I am Fatima, daughter of Mazlum, and I serve none but God!” The blade pierced his chest, emerging from his back.

			The amir ʿAbdullah rose and addressed all those who had traveled together from Malatya, urging them to fight Ghashim’s retinue in self-defense. Together they struck, like synchronized fighters, and vanquished Ghashim’s army. They also took back the livestock that Zalim had bestowed on Ghashim.

			ʿAbdullah called Zalim and Walid over and said to them, “Listen, you need to recognize the child as legitimate and cease this squabbling and in-fighting. Otherwise, Walid, you will ruin whatever rapport remains between you and Dhat al-Himma.”

			“Over my dead body!”

			Zalim interjected, “We should enter the house of sanctuary and seek legal advice.”

			ʿUqba agreed: “Amir, since we’ve come all this way, it wouldn’t be reasonable to turn around now.”

			Princess Fatima accepted this: “All we have to do is present our case clearly, and God will take care of the troublemakers.”

			Thus they entered the sacred precinct of Mecca, and stories of the newcomers spread far and wide. No one knew if this Fatima was innocent or guilty. They scrutinized her face and agreed that she seemed highly respectable. Then they looked at her son, ʿAbdelwahhab, with wonder, and their opinions differed about how to explain his color. Everyone spent that night in anticipation of the next day.

			That evening, Mazlum said to his daughter, “I know your heart must be heavy, thinking of standing in court in front of representatives from the Hijaz and Iraq. We don’t know how the outcome will determine the rest of our lives. Tell me what you are thinking. I want you to know that you are not alone. Perhaps we should approach some nearby tribes before we stand before the court.

			
				My daughter, court decisions are lasting

				My heart fears scandal infinitely

				Confide in me

				My heart loves you dearly

				Your child may be the color of night, but it pales in comparison to

				The hell they could decree.

			

			His words brought tears to the amira’s eyes, and she bowed her head. Then she looked up, saying, “Father, even you doubt me, but I blame no one.” Reaching for her sword, she rose to her feet and placed its tip between her breasts. “I could say goodbye now, and make my way toward Hell. I swear by the One who shaped the seas and who lit the sun and moon to be lamps for us, there is not even a glimmer that escapes the notice of the All-Knowing. By the One who sent the Prophet Muhammad, peace and blessings upon him, this is Walid’s child.

			
				My little boy has been blessed with Blackness

				What God creates is a Mercy!

				After soul-searching prayer, I accept any scandal

				I trust that God is sovereign ultimately

				But why do I even bother

				If you do not believe me?

			

			Mazlum reached forward to stay his daughter’s hand, tears streaming down his face. “You and I are in this together. If you end your life, everyone will conclude that you slept with Marzuq. We will wait and see what tomorrow brings, and hope that justice prevails.” The amira nodded, then went outside to walk around the Kaaba.

			She was still there the next morning. The people of Mecca started gathering at the Kaaba, and ʿAbdullah joined them at the head of the Bani Sulaym contingent. Zalim, Walid, and the Bani Kilab riders arrived, and Mazlum and Princess Fatima stood near them. Facing them was a panel of physiognomists, experts in the discernment of character from facial characteristics.4 A moment later, some people arrived carrying young ʿAbdelwahhab on a chair made of fine wood. They had placed him there so that he would be able to see, and so that he would appear as an equal in the gathering. Many eyes settled on him, and Mazlum’s eyes grew damp on seeing his grandson.

			Princess Fatima’s sword was tucked away among her garments, ready but not visible. As the amira walked forward, she sensed all eyes upon her. She spoke:

			
				O Kaaba, blessed by your mention in God’s holy book,

				There is great reward for all who journey to you

				Our Prophet wept when he fled Mecca, but he lived to see the dawn

				We come to you with burdens for you to clarify

				Weighed down with worries, my heart is nonetheless free

				I trust the One who could see even an ant moving through a dark night blindly.

			

			The people were moved by her words, nodding their heads and murmuring blessings on her behalf.

			Then Walid stepped forward. Raising his voice, he addressed the gathering:

			
				I appeal to you to clarify matters

				My wife has betrayed me

				I believed her respectable, but

				She committed immorality

				Can black come from white?

				The evidence shows plainly

				Judge between us in regard to

				This son of Marzuq and the accompanying folly.

			

			Following Walid’s poetry, the people shouted from every direction for Dhat al-Himma to be able to speak. Princess Fatima rose and made her way through the crowd. She addressed the panel of physiognomists: “Good morning. Thanks be to the One who created all of us. I come to you as a woman who does not bow and scrape in the face of authority. Any success I have achieved has been in the name of justice and decency. This boy is the son of this person who would vainly and stupidly throw me to the wolves. You are experts in discernment—judge between us:

			
				He says I am an immoral woman

				That I betrayed him vilely

				I pray that God will reveal my innocence in this dark night

				May you have clear consciences after your decree.

			

			Then the lead elder spoke: “Today our judgment is simply based on truth. Thanks be to God. As the Prophet said, ‘The child belongs to the bed of marriage,’ thus this boy is the child of Walid. His face clearly resembles that of his father. Certain suspicions entered Walid’s head because of his son’s coloring.5 However, they have the same eyes, bone structure, and hands, even to their fingertips. This is our informed observation. What have you to say for yourself, Walid?”

			“Shut your mouth, old man! I don’t know what you’re yammering about. The evidence is very clear!”

			The shaykh addressed the people gathered: “Spread some sand on the ground here, and I will turn away. Have Walid, ʿAbdelwahhab, and ten others walk across the sand. I will then identify the footprints of Walid and his son.” The shaykh turned away, and they did as he instructed. When they were finished, he approached the yellow sand. He nodded his head, murmuring a prayer, and then pointed to the footprints of Walid and ʿAbdelwahhab.

			Mazlum and Princess Fatima’s other supporters smiled and sighed in relief, but Zalim’s and Walid’s faces darkened. Walid screamed and fell to the ground. When he came to, ʿAbdullah approached him. ʿUqba scoffed at the verdict. Walid sputtered, “He looks nothing like me! He’s not like me! I’ll kill them both!”

			Zalim said, “Of course not—he’s the color of a crow! We’ll go elsewhere.” Then the people gathered began protesting and speaking together.

			The shaykh spoke again. “You came here for a decision. We do have an imam here who could mediate between you. Jaʿfar is very well-respected and well-spoken, and his lineage is impeccable. Go tell him your dispute.”

			The people of Mecca agreed: “Go to him—he solves the most complex cases. He can find light in the darkness.” They departed, carrying ʿAbdelwahhab, and went to Imam Jaʿfar’s house.

			There Mazlum whispered to Princess Fatima, “Patience, my girl!” She nodded. When Jaʿfar appeared, his very appearance exuded dignity. The crowd hushed. Mazlum spoke softly: “Rise, and speak your mind. My heart feels assured!”

			Princess Fatima addressed the imam: “Sir, take the hand of an unjustly accused woman! Her friends have decreased in number, and her enemies have increased. Even her father doubted her!” She switched to poetry:

			
				ʿAbdelwahhab is said to be so black

				that he was conceived out of wedlock,

				but I swear by all that is holy

				that I am innocent.

				O son of the Prophet’s daughter,

				tell us your judgment,

				and peace be with you.

			

			Then Walid stood, ripping one of his garments, and delivered his case in verse:

			
				My wife betrayed me,

				Showing up with a child dark as night

				We’re white, so how did black come from us?

				Impossible!

			

			Zalim and ʿUqba spoke in support of Walid, and Mazlum spoke up for Princess Fatima. Then Jaʿfar stood. “Thanks be to Almighty God who created all that is, and who directs our days, and whose mercy and wisdom compelled him to shape humanity just so. He hears and sees all, and in his compassion, he sent us the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him. . . .”

			Princess Fatima’s heart warmed to hear the imam’s sincerity. Then Jaʿfar turned his face to all those gathered, saying, “Has God’s judgment not revealed that white may come from black, and black from white? This poses no difficulty for God. . . . God says ‘Be,’ and it is. . . . Jesus, the son of Mary, was created with no father at all! Moreover, if a man has intercourse with his wife while she is menstruating, the child will emerge black. For God, blessed and glorious, creates souls, in all their magnificence, from mere droplets, just as trees grow from seeds.”6 The people looked at one another in surprise, but the imam continued. “Walid, when you neared your wife, was she menstruating?”

			“Yes.”

			The imam brushed his hands together. “Ah, you know, a similar case was brought before my ancestor, the Prophet Muhammad. There was a boy with dark skin whose parents both had light skin. It was determined that the boy was conceived while his mother was menstruating. If a husband has intercourse with his wife early in her menstrual cycle, the child will be reddish in color. However, it appears that you had intercourse toward the end of the menses. You have admitted that your wife was menstruating, and thus the child is yours, whether you choose to accept him into your household or not.” Then the imam rose and approached ʿAbdelwahhab, studying the boy’s face. “This boy shows great bravery. He’s clearly marked for a special purpose.” Jaʿfar said a blessing for the boy.

			Then he affirmed that the amira was not guilty of adultery, and she replied briefly in verse, thanking him. Impressed with her eloquence, he said a blessing for her as well. Laying his hand on the head of ʿAbdelwahhab, Jaʿfar wished him peace and victory over his enemies.

			Walid stood and left the room. Zalim followed him, his face grim, with ʿUqba trailing behind.

			Mazlum rejoiced innocently at the outcome of the trial, smiling at his brother with relief. But Zalim and Walid did not accept the incontrovertible judgment of the imam. As Princess Fatima said farewell to Jaʿfar and stepped outside, she overheard them say, “There is no way in Hell we’ll accept bastard kids!” She drew her sword, saying, “After all that you have heard today, you still have learned nothing. I challenge you to a duel!” Zalim and Walid reached for their swords, but ʿAbdullah rushed over to intervene.

			“Enough of this! Now that justice has been served, the case is closed. What more do you want, after you confessed in front of witnesses, Walid? I will see to it that you do not stir up any more trouble.” Then he turned to Mazlum and Princess Fatima and sent with them a retinue to see them safely home. As they rode north, Princess Fatima felt overwhelmed with gratitude.

		

	
		
			SWITCHING SIDES1

			From Mecca, they headed toward Baghdad. Throughout the journey, ʿUqba stirred up dissatisfaction among Mazlum, Zalim, and Walid, egging them on in their distrust. “Walid, my brother, you don’t need to accept that sham ruling. The caliph will understand if you don’t want to accept that bastard child as yours. The whole thing was a farce. I’ve read all the holy books and studied all the branches of knowledge, but what can one man do when everyone else is misled? It makes me wonder if it wouldn’t be better to just wear the belt and live in Christian lands rather than endure this humiliation!”2

			“I’m only going to Baghdad to deal with the slut and her bastard kid, whom they’re trying to push off on me. I’ll just finish them off if I have to. . . . If it wasn’t for them, my dad and I would go straight to Constantinople.”

			

			—

			When they arrived in Baghdad, the riders set up their camp alongside the Tigris River. The caliph sent welcoming greetings and provisions out to them. The next morning, ʿAbdullah rode at the head of a group of representatives from Bani Sulaym. Princess Fatima and her father rode at the head of the representatives from Bani Kilab, and ʿAbdelwahhab sat astride a swift mule beside his mother. Zalim and Walid rode with a retinue of ten men. Together, they approached the palace gate and were granted entry. They dismounted and entered the palace on foot.

			The caliph sat on his throne surrounded by his court. With calm gravity, he nodded for ʿAbdullah to step forward. ʿAbdullah did so, bowing low. Princess Fatima and ʿAbdelwahhab stepped forward, following ʿAbdullah’s example, and the court fell silent.

			The caliph looked to ʿAbdullah. “Amir, what is it that compelled you all to leave Malatya? What brings you here? What news do you have of the Rum?”

			“Your Grace, a legal dispute drew me away from my regular duties.”

			“What is the issue?”

			ʿAbdullah related the story of ʿAbdelwahhab and his father, Walid, and what had occurred in Mecca. The caliph remained silent, his eyes scanning the group until they rested on ʿAbdelwahhab. “Come here,” he instructed the boy. “Tell me your story. So far I have only heard it from another.” The boy stepped forward, bowing low, and then drew near to the caliph. The caliph reached down and set the boy on his knee. The court gasped, and the caliph inclined his head to one of his counsellors: “What is it?”

			“Sir, you told us earlier that you had a dream you wanted to tell us about. You said that in your dream you were with someone and that you felt you were going to meet this person. We thought perhaps . . .”

			“Allahu akbar, you’re right! This is the boy I saw in my vision. Last night, after praying the night prayer, I went to bed. Then the Prophet—peace be upon him—appeared to me in my dream. I greeted him, and he told me that he had brought me a gift and was entrusting something to me. I asked what it was, and he silently held out a morsel toward my mouth. At the same time, he held out another morsel to the mouth of a boy. I asked, ‘Who is this boy? Why are you dividing this food between us?’ He replied, ‘This boy has been wronged, but he will do great things. Support him against his enemies.’ I took note of the boy’s face, and I asked, ‘How was he wronged?’ He said, ‘His father had intercourse while his wife was menstruating, and the fetus was made dark.’ I felt sympathy for the child. Later, when I told you of my dream, my concern was relieved. Now the child has appeared in the flesh!” The courtiers’ faces paled, and their eyes grew wide. They spoke among themselves, and some gathered around the boy to embrace him.

			ʿAbdullah turned to Walid. “Do you want more than this testimony? Or can you now thank God for this blessing? Do you expect God to speak to you directly, as if you were Moses, peace be upon him?”

			“I’m not cut out for that.”

			The caliph noticed their brief conversation. Intervening, he addressed Walid: “What do you have to say?”

			“Sir, even if I were flayed alive, I would not accept a bastard slave child.”

			At this, the caliph ordered, “Seize them.” Guards then dragged Walid and his retinue from the room to be imprisoned. ʿAbdullah sighed deeply.

			ʿUqba stepped forward and cried, “Praise be to the One who bestowed upon the Muslims our mighty ruler, Amir of the Believers, who lights the lands of Islam and darkens the lands of the heathens.” Then he recited a lineage blessing and concluded with several lines of poetry in praise of the caliph.

			The caliph asked ʿAbdullah, “And who is this?”

			“Sir, this is my kinsman. He is an imam and a legal scholar.”

			The caliph granted ʿUqba a robe of honor. He also called for robes of honor for ʿAbdullah, Dhat al-Himma, Mazlum, and ʿAbdelwahhab. Before they returned to their camp, the caliph ordered a new mount for ʿAbdelwahhab: a fine mule, with a saddle inlaid with gold and rubies. He also sent twenty Black warriors to serve the boy. Two of them were particularly accomplished, their names Nafiʿ and Maymun. Maymun was nicknamed Jamas because he was as strong and fierce as a water buffalo.

			As ʿAbdelwahhab rode his new mount at the head of his little army, he found that he already cared about his followers. Princess Fatima was at his side, wearing her new robe of honor. She had also received official ownership of the three small castles surrounding Malatya. ʿAbdelwahhab rode at the front of the Bani Kilab delegation and ʿAbdullah at the head of the Bani Sulaym. However, the latter ran back and knelt before the caliph, asking for mercy to be shown to Walid and his father.

			The caliph acquiesced, calling for the prisoners to be brought before him. Walid and his father appeared, fear upon their faces. The caliph ordered them to obey ʿAbdelwahhab and his mother, Dhat al-Himma. They agreed, and the entire group returned together to dismantle the camp by the river. When everything was packed, the riders continued their journey toward Malatya.

			Zalim and Walid rode slightly apart, at the head of one thousand warriors, in conference with ʿUqba. The latter said, “Tell me if you want anything done, and I will do all I can for you.”

			“What shall we do?” asked Zalim. “What is left for us to do? Who among the Arabs would listen to us after the caliph shamed us? It seems we must resort to Mary and the cross. All you can do for us is keep your mouth shut.”

			“I will keep my silence and do all I can for you. If you end up changing religions, I hardly think anyone could blame you. After all, religions are not so far from one another, and peoples resemble one another. I will write to you from Malatya and keep you informed of events there.”

			“We thank you.”

			

			—

			The riders moved swiftly, folding the land by its length and its width. At last they arrived in Malatya. ʿAbdullah smiled as he dismounted. Princess Fatima, relieved of the burden that had prompted her departure, made her way to her tent. Zalim and Walid continued riding to the Manjiq Castle, which was nearest the border with Byzantium. News of Dhat al-Himma and her trial had spread, causing many to doubt the authority and integrity of the clan of Bani Kilab. Zalim found supporters in his ride toward the border, growing his army to some twelve thousand disgruntled soldiers. ʿAbdullah attempted to reach Zalim and Walid, sending a letter after them, but they replied with a scathing message, accusing ʿAbdullah of following a slut.

			Princess Fatima was present for the public reading of this message. She stood in front of the crowded gathering and said to ʿAbdullah, “Sir, there is no need to worry yourself about us. If you prefer to give us up, for the sake of our people, I am willing to take ʿAbdelwahhab and leave you in peace. Do what you consider to be best; we will think no ill of you.” A tear slid down her cheek, and many of the people gathered there also shed tears and thanked her for her graciousness.

			Then the devious ʿUqba came forward, and with a charming smile said, “Dear, precious amira! God forbid that we should hand you over to your enemies—even if it meant sacrificing ourselves! How could we ever give up your son, now that he is growing into such a fine young man, now confirmed as an amir of Bani Kilab? Even the Prophet—peace be upon him—testified on his behalf! Clearly, we are bound to help you.”

			“Thank you,” said the amira.

			“May God bless you,” added ʿAbdullah. “You are a pillar of the community. We must send a search party after Zalim and Walid before they join the Rum.” Everyone thanked ʿUqba for speaking up on behalf of Dhat al-Himma and her son.

			The search party arrived at the place where Zalim and Walid were staying, but they never located them—for ʿUqba, fearing that Zalim would take revenge on him, had hurried home to write to Zalim. When Zalim received the messenger, at first he thought the message would bring news that Dhat al-Himma and her son had been turned out. However, when he read ʿUqba’s letter, he understood its significance. After relating what had transpired in Malatya, ʿUqba warned Zalim: Do not, I repeat, do not stay where you are. You are in mortal danger.

			By the time the messenger arrived with ʿUqba’s letter, Zalim and Walid had reached Marj al-Dabbaj, located just seven days from Constantinople. Every time they had reached a new village in the lands of the Rum, the village leader had come out to meet Zalim and his army. Zalim would then say, “I am en route to the emperor of the Rum to join him.” They would welcome him and provide for him and his followers. Finally, Zalim had selected an eloquent messenger to ride to the palace to convey his greetings to the emperor. Then he had awaited the response.

			Having now received ʿUqba’s letter, Zalim took action immediately. He instructed Walid to hide the possessions and families of the army, and to lay low. As for himself, he selected one thousand skilled warriors and doubled back toward Malatya. He did not want to simply defect to the Rum; he wanted a valuable pawn with which to make his next move.

			Near the Manjiq Castle, Zalim and his warriors spied a group of about fifty warriors. Thinking that Princess Fatima or her son might be among them, Zalim instructed his warriors to capture the group and bring it to him. They did so swiftly, delivering the captives to Zalim in a secluded area. ʿAbdullah’s seven-year-old son, ʿAmr, was in the group, riding next to his guard. The others were kinsmen from among Bani Sulaym; ʿAmr had gone out with them to observe their hunting methods. Zalim was overjoyed: With this one, I can ask the emperor of the Rum for anything! He called for everyone to mount their horses, and they set off to join Walid.

			

			—

			When ʿAbdullah returned to Malatya, a group of shepherds and herders ran to meet him and inform him of the disappearance of the hunting party. ʿAbdullah was devastated to learn of his son’s capture. The people of Bani Sulaym shared in his agony and concern. One of them told him, “Don’t beat yourself up. The one who took your son is a marked man. It is only a matter of time.”

			At that moment, Princess Fatima entered the tent where they had gathered. She gripped ʿAbdullah’s arm in greeting and offered her condolences. “Amir, we must go into the lands of the Rum before Zalim gives them the upper hand and calls them to march on us.”

			“Amira, I am not the sort to leave my son alone. He is my whole world. Tomorrow I must write to the Hijaz for all the reinforcements they can spare. We will storm the Rum if we have to in order to rescue my son!”

			“I will write to Bani Kilab. All our resources are at your disposal, and God willing I will not return until I have your son returned to you safely.”

			“Thank you.”

			

			—

			Having captured ʿAmr, Zalim joined Walid. There he found the vizier of Emperor Leo. When the emperor had received the message—“There are twelve thousand soldiers coming to join you”—he had been afraid. He thought it was some kind of trick and asked his vizier, “How can we trust twelve thousand Muslim soldiers within our borders?”

			“If they convert and eat pork, let them stay, as long as they are genuine about becoming Christian. They have been driven here by necessity. I heard reports that there was some kind of disagreement in Malatya, to the point of bloodshed. I think the newcomers have no recourse but to join us.”

			“If that is the case, then go and tell them whatever conditions you like. If they’ll listen to you and agree to your conditions, then it’s all to the good. If they don’t agree, then I’ll call out the army from Constantinople and write to all our commanders to prevent their passage out of our lands.”

			“Yes, Sir. I am on my way.” The vizier set out with fifty armed commanders from among the emperor’s special forces, each wearing a silk sash. They were accompanied by twenty men, priests and monks trained in Christian theology.

			Walid had received the vizier warmly, explaining, “I am the son of the commander of this army. My father went to raid Malatya.” And he proceeded to tell the vizier their story. The vizier was reassured and waited for Zalim’s return.

			Zalim arrived with ʿAmr in tow, and the vizier explained the situation. “When the emperor received your message, he feared that your arrival was some kind of trick to enter our lands. We will only know that we can trust you if you convert, eat pork, and drink wine. If you agree, then we will allow you to settle here, designating residences for you and providing for you.”

			“We came to these lands fully expecting to wear the belt.3 All that you mentioned, we will do. We will eat as you eat, drink as you drink, and fight as you fight. As you can see, I have just returned from raiding in the lands of the Muslims and have captured the son of an amir of the Arabs as a hostage, along with fifty men. I will bring them all to the emperor, and if he commands it, I’ll finish them all off. He can be sure that I mean business.”

			Seeing how serious Zalim was, the vizier instructed him to follow him to Constantinople. The vizier went ahead, arriving in Constantinople a day before Zalim to inform the emperor of the hostage situation.

			

			—

			The vizier spoke excitedly: “Sir, if you wanted to use them to take all the Muslim lands, you could! I spoke with their leader, and he has agreed to all your conditions.” The emperor smiled and called for representatives of his court to ride out and welcome the newcomers. Many townspeople joined them, decorating the path from the city gates. The daughters of the Byzantine commanders came out, shining like stars in their finery.

			Zalim was delighted to see the effects that his arrival wrought upon Constantinople. He said to Walid, “Here, we are kings. As for the religions, they’re close enough, like ʿUqba said. He has a great deal of knowledge and experience in religion, and I have seen him refer to Christianity most respectfully. He could practically be a Christian!”

			“Do as you see fit, Father. I just want to finish off Dhat al-Himma and her son.”

			At the city gates, the nobles of the court presented Zalim and Walid with robes of honor. Then they escorted Zalim, Walid, and ten of their soldiers into the emperor’s council room. The newcomers bowed low to the emperor, and he beckoned graciously for them to approach the throne.

			Zalim addressed the emperor: “We have come here only to serve the Messiah and yourself. We have come to learn that yours is the true religion. It is my duty to assist you in conquering the lands of Islam, destroying the Kaaba and mosques, and capturing as many people as possible. This here is the son of ʿAbdullah, an amir of the Arabs. We captured fifty men with him, prominent in the Bani Sulaym clan. If you command it, I will finish them off to prove my loyalty.”

			“That will not be necessary.” The emperor called for rewards for the newcomers. Then he turned to ʿAmr and the men of Bani Sulaym and asked them if they would like to join their brethren in becoming Christians.

			ʿAmr replied, “How could we exchange unity for idolatry?” The emperor called for the captives to be imprisoned, chained by their feet. Zalim and his followers retired to the tents that had been prepared for them on a hillside in the city.

			The next day, the emperor rode out among his commanders to personally oversee the presentation of a variety of foods to the newcomers. There was kabab and other foodstuffs, and many varieties of pork. The newcomers ate heartily, although in their hearts, many of the soldiers sent up apologetic prayers. They were guided by a group of priests to the market, where they were given money and clothing. Then they were dunked in the maʿmudiyya, a large basin of water, and they renounced the Prophet Muhammad. They hung crosses around their necks, prayed to icons painted on the walls, tied sashes around their waists. Then they joined the emperor, sitting around his council room. They noticed the daughters of the commanders, dressed in brightly colored, flowing silk garments. The emperor welcomed them to take up residence in the city. But Zalim explained, “My lord, we are accustomed to life in the wilderness. We live in tents on the steppes and plains and have no desire to be contained within walls. The tents where we are staying now suit us much better than houses.”

			“As you wish. Do as you like.” The emperor arranged for all their accommodations. In the coming days, he also arranged for the wedding of Walid and others to daughters of the highest commanders. Walid was overjoyed and forgot Princess Fatima entirely. His new wife was beautiful and gracious, joining her husband and his forces in their pavilion campsite on the hillside in Constantinople. The emperor and Zalim began planning their strategies, writing to commanders throughout Byzantium.

			

			—

			ʿAbdullah was at his wits’ end, worrying over the loss of his son. Princess Fatima, seeing him thus, became impatient to relieve him of this burden that he endured for the sake of herself and her son. At last she rode out at the head of five hundred seasoned warriors of Bani Kilab. She rode first to the Hijaz, to unite the Arabs and gather forces. Then she led her army toward the lands of the Rum. By the time they were four days’ ride from Constantinople, everyone in the villages they passed assumed they belonged to the army of Zalim and Walid. Or maybe she was a relative, come to see them, and perhaps even to intercede on behalf of the kidnapped boy’s father.

			Suddenly a cloud of dust appeared in the distance. Princess Fatima halted and watched it. As it approached, fifty warriors came into view, carrying their spears upright and riding sturdy horses with pearls on their harnesses. At their head rode a hardened young man, wearing a coat inlaid with jewels and a rose gold crown. Princess Fatima instructed those with her, “Spread out. Clearly these warriors were sent by the emperor.”

			The two groups met in battle, their spears flying and staffs clashing in all directions. It was already afternoon. By evening, twenty of the Byzantine warriors were finished off; the other thirty were captured. The amira herself captured the young man who was leading the group. When she gave instructions to her army to set off in the way they had come, the young man declared, “I am the emperor’s son. Why take me back to your lands, when you could just exchange me here for anything you want?”

			“Young man,” Princess Fatima replied, “we are not interested in money or livestock. The son of one of our kinsmen is being held hostage. His name is ʿAmr, and his father is an amir. We entered your lands only in order to rescue him.”

			“Return me to Constantinople, and I swear to you on all that is holy that I will have the boy returned to you safely. I will see to it that he is given a robe of honor, and I will accompany him with you to your lands to ensure your safe passage.” Then he removed his sash and gave it to the amira.

			The amira laughed at his expansive gesture, but she could see that he was sincere. Together they rode to Constantinople. When they arrived, the city was in mourning. The emperor was wearing black in honor of his missing son. When Princess Fatima and the emperor’s son were first sighted, messengers scurried to inform the emperor that the boy was in good health. The emperor was overcome with relief. Soon he was embracing his son, saying, “Thank the Messiah for your return!”

			The boy told his father about his agreement, and the emperor called for ʿAmr and his kinsmen to be brought at once. He ordered robes of honor for them, returning to them their horses and their weapons. He installed Princess Fatima in the royal guesthouse, guaranteeing her every hospitality. Zalim and Walid were disgusted by this turn of events. They plotted against her, agreeing to wait until her departure before exacting their revenge. They refrained from attending the council, remaining in their tents on the hillside.

			Each morning during her stay, the amira went to the practice field to spar with commanders and warriors in front of the Byzantine emperor. He admired her skill, rewarding her with robes of honor. No one could reach her with sword or spear. The emperor insisted that Princess Fatima join him in his council room. As she sat there one day, she was preparing to request official permission to depart the lands of the Rum. Suddenly a messenger rushed in and addressed the emperor: “Your Majesty, the king of Portugal is nearing our city gates by the gold market, and he has sworn by the Messiah and the Cross that he means to take the lands of the Rum, adding them to the lands of the Franks and Greece.”4

			The king of Portugal was known for his vicious, independent nature. He had one hundred thousand seasoned warriors with him. He had found himself so powerful that he had decided to march on Constantinople, seeking kingship over all the Christian lands. On arrival in the city, he made his way to the practice square. He stood in the center and called in a voice so loud that it carried far and wide, “Followers of the Messiah and the Cross, I am not here for money, and I have no desire to fight. I am here to unite the Christian lands, and I am committed to ruling your kingdom. By Jesus and Mary, call upon your king to come out and meet me in the square. If he kills me, he can have all I own. If he loses, I will become king in his place, and I will be the most powerful king in the world!”

			The gatekeepers scurried to the emperor, informing him discreetly of this challenge. News had spread throughout the city, and the people were massing like waves in the ocean. Princess Fatima surveyed the emperor’s officers and saw that they were like sailors at sea: swayed by the challenge, confused and at a loss as to what course to take. The emperor was afraid for his life and for the fate of his kingdom.

			“Your Majesty, what is the problem?” asked Princess Fatima.

			“Amira, the king of Portugal wants to overthrow me. He has come to kill me and rule in my place.”

			“Take heart, Your Majesty. Send him a messenger. Tell him that the duel shall take place tomorrow. I will go in your place, wearing your clothing. The priests will process before me as they would for you. I will win the duel, and so relieve you of this worry.”

			The emperor was overjoyed and gladly began removing his garments. His messengers rushed to the square and informed the king of Portugal of the plan. The latter returned to his army, instructing them to set up camp. They raised their tents and pavilions, their flags flying high, and the king of Portugal waited for morning.

			

			—

			The next morning, Princess Fatima greeted the emperor, who was already mounted among his retinue. She dressed herself in his garments, and he followed in her wake as one of the officers. The priests preceded her, raising their voices in recitation of scriptures.5 The horses neighed at all the fanfare. The king of Portugal approached them, mounted on a war horse, surrounded by his retinue, their flags flying high. He proceeded to the square, his horse in finely meshed chain mail armor. In one hand, he held a sword made of Indian steel; in the other, a pike with a tip like a pack of afrits. He dismounted in the square, awaiting the Byzantine emperor. Princess Fatima walked into the square like a powerful lioness. The priest had processed in front of her on her approach to the square, and this convinced the king of Portugal that she was the Byzantine emperor.

			The king attacked her like a mighty lion, roaring to intimidate her. Princess Fatima returned his roar, louder and more ferociously, and she met his attacks. She pushed forward, retaining her inner focus. This was her chance to prove herself to the Rum, for she had heard that there was none in the lands of the Rum more ferocious than the king of Portugal. Princess Fatima advanced with her spear. The king met her attack, their weapons locking together as they grappled. The dust rose around them, hiding them from view. Princess Fatima attacked, and then received the king’s counterattack as eagerly as dry earth receives the first drops of rain. She roared like a lion, and all those watching realized that this was a fight they would not easily forget. Zalim was in the audience, and he watched aghast. All eyes were turned on the two warriors. Suddenly the amira charged, yelling, “Allahu akbar!”

			The king of Portugal was startled and lost his focus. Princess Fatima struck him with her blade, and it entered his right shoulder, protruding from below his left arm. Shouts rang out among the Portuguese contingent, and they surged forward, attacking soldiers of the Rum.

			The amira returned to Leo, who thanked her, and Zalim watched with envy. Emperor Leo later took up his role as ruler of Constantinople, relieved of his fears. He sat on his throne, and the amira was his favorite sight and voice.

			

			—

			“That’s it, we have to take out that hussy,” said Zalim.

			“How?” asked Walid.

			“Tonight, take one thousand soldiers and hide in the place where the path narrows. When she leaves Constantinople, I will follow her with another thousand. I’ll hang back until you appear. With your army in front and mine behind, she’ll be history. But we must keep this secret from the emperor because she’ll be under his protection.”

			“Right.”

			That night, Walid set out with one thousand soldiers, Bani Kilab tribesmen who had converted to Christianity with their leaders. They hid themselves, and no one knew of their whereabouts.

			Princess Fatima’s stay in the royal guesthouse lasted seven days. On the eighth day, the emperor had marvels and gifts delivered to her, as well as his permission to return to her lands. He offered an armed escort, but Princess Fatima declined. She had with her one hundred warriors, as well as the fifty kinsmen who had accompanied ʿAmr.

			When they reached the narrow gap on the path, Zalim came into view behind them with one thousand soldiers. Princess Fatima concluded that Zalim must have come with the emperor’s consent. Therefore they had no one to rely on but themselves. She commanded her soldiers, “Watch my back—this is what we train for!”

			She fought in the melee until she came face-to-face with Zalim. “Zalim, you followed us after the emperor granted us his protection. We carry his banner!”

			“Even if the emperor himself were with you, I wouldn’t let a strumpet like you go free.”

			The amira was filled with a great fury. She struck at Zalim and his soldiers like a swarm of pests. When she had whittled down the cloud of foes, she stood facing Zalim.

			At that moment, Walid and his men appeared, rushing down the rocks, crosses emblazoned on their uniforms and their spears held aloft. Walid yelled to his men, “Don’t let her get away!”

			The amira raised her face skyward and then called to her soldiers, “Follow me! We’ll put the mountain at our backs!” They converged behind her, holding off enemy soldiers as she attacked from the front. When they arrived at the side of the mountain, forty of Princess Fatima’s one hundred soldiers had fallen, and sixty remained. ʿAmr sat astride a horse directly behind Princess Fatima, never leaving her vicinity, and she protected him with her sword. As Zalim and Walid’s armies began to close in, the amira directed her soldiers as skillfully as possible. When the kinsmen of Bani Sulaym were lost, Princess Fatima called to her remaining forces, “Climb the mountain! Let the loose stones fall!” When she had achieved enough elevation, the amira leapt from her horse. Seeing this, Zalim instructed his men to follow her. Princess Fatima and her soldiers pushed the loose stones over their ledge, and Zalim’s soldiers were prevented from climbing any higher. When night fell, Zalim sent his soldiers up in the darkness to look for Dhat al-Himma and her soldiers.

			The amira had sustained three injuries. Most of her followers also were injured and exhausted, and they were all thirsty. Princess Fatima knew they would not survive for long in the mountains, and she realized that she did not want to die: I have not yet had my fill of seeing my son. “Tonight is our last chance if we want to live through this. Say your final prayers so that we can face the morning bravely.”

			They used the dust for their ablutions, and Princess Fatima traced on the ground a mihrab, marking the direction of prayer. She stood facing toward Mecca, and the others arranged themselves into rows, preparing themselves to meet their Maker. Tears streamed down Princess Fatima’s face as she thought of her son. Some of her followers sat, too tired and hurt to stand. Each one, in his or her own way, entrusted themselves to a higher power. The amira slowly bowed and rose again. As morning neared, she raised her palms skyward and whispered, “You who sanctify the human heart from nothingness, placing it within a body; You spread out the earth in all its fullness, placing mountains to anchor it; You raised the heavens without any pillars to hold them up; You saw that the dark of night was burdensome, and You brightened it; You gave the sun the light of Your countenance. Lord, I call upon Your ability that created Adam from dust. Bring us relief, a way out. Save us from the wiles of our enemies. Your power surpasses them. There is always room for Your will to be done.” As dawn began to lighten the sky, the amira turned to find her companions asleep. She woke them, but many were unable to rise to their feet due to injuries. Today is the reckoning, she thought.

			Taking with her those who were able, she crept down the mountain until she spied the enemy. Zalim, Walid, and their men, looking relatively strong and refreshed, were climbing the mountain. The swords they carried glinted in the light.

			Princess Fatima called for her soldiers to rain dust and stones on the approaching enemy. Suddenly there was a commotion on the road from Constantinople. An army of royal officers approached, flags flying and pikes aloft, crosses emblazoned on their uniforms. When their leader saw the skirmish on the mountain, he called for his forces to attack Walid and Zalim’s army. The new army from Constantinople was five thousand strong. It was not long before most of Zalim’s men had fallen. Seeing this, Zalim yelled to Walid, “To the horses! Let us ride for reinforcements before night falls! Surely these newcomers were sent by Mazlum, and are disguised as Christians.”

			As the amira watched Zalim and Walid fleeing on their horses, she whispered, “O You who have brought relief after hardship, see us through this.”

			When the Byzantine soldiers had completed their mission, they approached the people hiding on the mountain, and their leader asked, “Which of you is the one who prayed all night last night?”

			Princess Fatima stood: “It was I, and my prayer was answered in you.”

			“My name is Yanis, and I am a grandson of Leo, by one of his daughters. The people you see with me are of my castle, allotted to me by my grandfather. A strange event brought me to you. Last night I was asleep in my castle, and I saw in my dream a man standing at the top of my castle. He was singing in a loud voice, like the adhan of the Muslims. It was as if the very stones and towers were joining in with his call to worship. Then he called for the people of my house to ride out in the morning to find the woman who disturbed the night with her prayers, and to save her from her enemies, and finally to join her. I was very moved by this dream, and I called my friends together for their opinion. I told them about my dream, and they seemed to think it was fortuitous. They were eager to go find the woman and save her. We are so happy to meet you in person. Please tell us how we can join you. It is clear to us that your prayers are acceptable to God.”

			The amira was overcome with emotion. She hid her face for a moment. Then, drying her eyes, she said, “Thanks be to the Compassionate.” She gave them the words to the shahada, the Muslim proclamation of faith, and they repeated them after her.

			“That’s it. Congratulations. Welcome.” She smiled.

			

			—

			
			Princess Fatima accompanied Yanis and his people to his castle. She and her party rode the horses that Walid and Zalim’s army had left behind, carrying the gifts that the emperor had given her. When Zalim had attacked, he had not taken any notice of the bounty.

			Ten days later, the amira suggested to Yanis that he accompany her when she returned home, but he preferred to remain in Constantinople. He added gifts to those given to her by the emperor and promised to inform her of any important news from Byzantium. He also confided his desire to find a wife, and she wished him well in this and all his endeavors. She recited a brief blessing and took her leave.

			

			—

			ʿAmr rode ahead of Princess Fatima, and behind them rode what remained of their company. This time they passed through the narrow part of the path without incident. When they neared Malatya, the amira sent a messenger ahead to inform ʿAbdullah of the safe return of his son. The messenger rode a night and a day before delivering his news. Hearing of his son, ʿAbdullah seemed to be lifted off the ground by his joy.

			During Princess Fatima’s absence, ʿAbdullah had cared for her son. Every morning, he had ridden to the practice field with ʿAbdelwahhab and the warriors the boy had received from the caliph. There ʿAbdullah had overseen the boy’s training in martial arts, practicing techniques both with and without weapons. When the messenger brought news of the amira’s return, ʿAbdullah and ʿAbdelwahhab hurried to their mounts.

			Each of them led a company of riders, with Bani Sulaym warriors behind ʿAbdullah and Bani Kilab riders behind ʿAbdelwahhab, as well as ʿAbdelwahhab’s guards from the caliph. They had not ridden long before Princess Fatima came into view over a rise ahead of them. She could hardly believe she was seeing her son.

			She leapt from her horse, running toward them on foot. They met her midway, ʿAbdelwahhab embracing his mother, and ʿAbdullah embracing his son, ʿAmr. Everyone’s eyes were misty, and Fatima held ʿAbdelwahhab to her, overwhelmed with gratitude to see him safe and healthy.

			“I missed you!” she said, and the faces of all those who heard softened.

			Everyone was gathering and talking when Mazlum rode into view with a group of riders. He greeted his daughter, complaining, “You nearly killed me with your long absence!”

			Together they returned to Malatya, with the amira Dhat al-Himma flanked by the amir ʿAbdullah on one side and the amir Mazlum on the other. Princess Fatima told them everything that happened: how she had kidnapped the emperor’s son and rescued ʿAmr, how Zalim had attacked her from the narrow gap, how Walid had attacked her from behind, and all that had happened on the mountain.

			Mazlum said, “My daughter, what we meet in life is determined in part by our intentions, and God knows what is in our conscience. There are no secrets from Allah.” They continued their conversation all the way to Malatya, where they were welcomed warmly. Together everyone in Malatya celebrated, eating, drinking, being merry, and making music.

		

	
		
			LIKE MOTHER, LIKE SON1

			In the morning, Princess Fatima and her son rode to the practice field of Malatya. ʿAbdelwahhab practiced with his guards and the others who had gathered there, but that day they focused more on catching up and discussing strategy. Princess Fatima reported the latest news: “We never heard any reply to the messages we sent to the Hijaz . . . And it seems to me that the emperor of the Rum is preparing to expand his empire. He gathers troops from every region and will likely move south. As for my uncle Zalim, he too has written to the Hijaz, describing for them bounties and wonders in foreign lands. . . .”

			ʿAbdullah interjected, “We have had news from the Hijaz. They have packed up and are moving this way in droves like a rising tide. They will be here soon. Also, about ten days before your arrival, I wrote to the caliph for reinforcements. I was thinking of running some raids into the lands of the Rum.”

			“We should have eyes and ears in the lands of the Rum to keep us informed of any developments there,” said Princess Fatima.

			“Good thinking.”

			That afternoon, ʿAbdullah arranged for several tribesmen to relocate to the lands of the Rum as spies. They dressed as Armenians and set out for Constantinople.

			In the evening, representatives from Bani Kilab and Bani Sulaym attended a banquet hosted by ʿAbdullah. After they had finished eating, ʿAbdullah rose to his feet, raising the hands of ʿAmr and ʿAbdelwahhab in his own. He said, “Be my witnesses! I hereby consider these two as brothers. They are to share equally in my bounty and in my authority, during my lifetime and after my death. No one is to order them around or to keep secrets from them; they are to be shown respect.”

			Princess Fatima rose and thanked him for his speech and his generosity.

			

			—

			Every morning, Princess Fatima took her son and ʿAmr to the practice field. There she taught them how to raise the dust, opening doors upon a vast ocean of knowledge. She trained them in the give and take of the battlefield. It so happened that ʿAbdelwahhab was more disciplined and rigorous. Princess Fatima was silently thankful for her son’s success, but when ʿAbdullah saw that his son was falling behind, he concluded that Dhat al-Himma was focusing more of her attention on her own son. He took immediate action, engaging Dawud al-Najjar to train his son. Dawud had written a book entitled Kitab al-furusiyya, On Knighthood, and was highly accomplished. ʿAbdullah offered Dawud a hefty sum, a spacious, furnished house in Malatya, and all his culinary provisions. In return, Dawud took over ʿAmr’s lessons on the practice field, leaving Princess Fatima to instruct her son alone.

			The amira would often take her son far from Malatya on excursions that tested his endurance. In her prayers before bed, Princess Fatima would entreat the One to strengthen her son. Her prayers were answered, and every day ʿAbdelwahhab grew in physical ability and skill. One day Princess Fatima said, “My son, your equestrian and combat skills are well developed, and you have been endowed with physical strength and intelligence.”

			“Yes, I think by now I am as brave as you are.”

			She laughed. “You will be, God willing.”

			

			—

			Several days later, Princess Fatima recalled this conversation. ʿAbdelwahhab was in the habit of visiting a mosque called Masjid al-Rasul every Friday evening. Before leaving that Friday evening, Princess Fatima said to her son that there were bandits on a certain path. The path was unsafe, so he should take care. She set out, knowing that he would go to the path to fight the bandits.

			When ʿAbdelwahhab came into view, with his faithful guard Maymun, the amira was fully disguised. She stepped out from the undergrowth, wearing a hooded cape and a fine scarf. She gave her horse free rein, and between her horse’s ears, she steadied a long spear. “Where are you headed, Bedouin Kid? Why should I let you pass?” she asked menacingly.

			Princess Fatima spurred her horse into a canter, riding straight for her son. Closing in, she attempted to unseat him but found him as solid and immovable as a rock. He turned, grabbed her arm, and began twisting her hand. With her other hand, she removed the scarf from her face and laughed.

			Seeing her face, ʿAbdelwahhab was startled. “You were testing me?!” She reached out and pulled him toward her, kissing him on his forehead. They rode side by side to Masjid al-Rasul, where they prayed, and then returned home. That evening, Princess Fatima gave her son a large sum of money for his accomplishments.

			The next day, Princess Fatima and her son rode to the practice field. There they found ʿAbdullah and others from the Bani Sulaym tribe gathered to watch ʿAmr practicing with his instructor, Dawud. The amira approached and greeted ʿAbdullah. Together they watched the spear skirmish.

			Looking on, ʿAbdelwahhab said, “I want to try my hand fighting ʿAmr’s teacher!”

			Princess Fatima said, “Son, he’s a very accomplished warrior, and he wrote the book on knighthood. If he didn’t make mincemeat of you, then his reputation would be threatened.”

			“Mom, that’s nonsense. Everyone has the right to prove themselves, and I want to see how I measure up.”

			ʿAbdullah looked over. “What’s the matter?”

			Princess Fatima told him what ʿAbdelwahhab had said.

			ʿAbdullah laughed heartily. “Let him do what he wants. If a man is destined for greatness, he naturally wants to pursue it.” Then he sent a messenger to approach ʿAmr and let him return to the sidelines. To ʿAbdelwahhab, ʿAbdullah said, “Be careful what you ask for.”

			The amir ʿAbdelwahhab rode out on a muscular horse the color of dark clouds, like a shiny raven. He made his way around the perimeter of the field, deftly maneuvering on his horse. Those who watched were impressed by his acrobatics. He brandished a spear, advancing on Dawud. They met and parted, circling each other in a wide arc across the field. Dawud, calculating his opponent’s skill, charged forward to unseat the young man. But ʿAbdelwahhab maintained his seat. Dawud shook his head, riding back toward the onlookers. “Dhat al-Himma,” he said, “your son is one of the most accomplished warriors of his time. He is bound for great things!”

			The amira clasped his arm and thanked him. Then she shouted after ʿAbdelwahhab. He dismounted and was surrounded by all those present. They congratulated him, and his chest swelled with pride. News of his prowess spread far and wide.

			

			—

			ʿAbdelwahhab and Princess Fatima rode together every day. They hunted with ʿAbdullah and a company of Bani Kilab warriors. One day, the group had spread out in the wilderness. The heat of the day was rising. ʿAbdelwahhab was with his guardsmen, and together they had amassed more gazelles and wild animals than they could carry.

			They were preparing to return when suddenly ʿAbdelwahhab found himself a little ahead of the rest, facing a huge lion. The shady trees had obscured his tawny hide. He had a stubby, flat nose and threatening eyes. His roar reverberated off the canyon walls. The atmosphere seemed to darken, rolling with thunder. When he snarled, his breath rose in steam. His claws could crush rocks, his fangs were like scythes, and his mouth like a well. He moved like a bull, but bigger. As soon as the amir saw the beast, he urged his horse forward. He held his bare sword in his right hand, and in his left he held a leather shield. He approached with his heart as solid as a rock.

			The lion stood his ground, roaring, his paws hitting the ground. His eyes flashed, and he charged at the amir. When the lion was within reach, ʿAbdelwahhab struck him with his sword, slicing the lion down the middle, head to tail.

			In their concern, ʿAbdelwahhab’s guardsmen had ridden to Princess Fatima: “Amira, your son is in danger! He’s facing a ghadanfar lion!2

			The amira instantly gave her horse loose reins and rushed toward her son. ʿAbdullah, ʿAmr, and the others followed closely behind. They came upon ʿAbdelwahhab and were amazed both by the size of the lion and by its halved state.

			The amira said, “My son, don’t let it go to your head. Killing a wild beast is not as hard as fighting a knight.” Those who heard were struck by her tough love.

			They remembered how the caliph had foreseen that ʿAbdelwahhab was destined for greatness. News of the young amir’s exploits spread so far that they reached the lands of the Rum.

		

	
		
			THE STORY OF NURA1

			The Muslims, led by Princess Fatima and her son, were carrying out campaigns against seven Byzantine castles inhabited by the sons of King Aqritash. Having conquered the fourth castle, ʿAbdelwahhab led a group of warriors toward the fifth. Known as the Blood Castle, it was constructed of red stone and inhabited by King ʿAyn al-Masih. When ʿAbdelwahhab reached the river, he found that the bridge had been cut. “What shall we do?” he asked.

			Everyone turned to the clever Al-Battal for a solution. Taking some lion skins, Al-Battal made coracles, tying the packs of provisions into place at the bottom of each one. The company then crossed the river, some in the coracles and others riding bareback. They noticed a nearby structure, shining with light—Dayr al-dhahab, or Cloister of Gold, which overlooked the Meadow of Saffron.

			Curious, Al-Battal crept up to the walls to scout the perimeter. He found that it was quite large, with light emanating from its windows, and he could hear laughter, singing, and merriment from within. Scaling the wall and peeking through the windows, he saw ten beautiful young women and three monks passing around cups of wine and singing. Al-Battal found himself transfixed by the central woman, who was like a full moon surrounded by stars. His heart burned, and his mind spun. He stared as she engaged each of her female companions in wrestling matches until she had defeated them all.

			Then she called to a nun, who entered the room, and she asked the nun to tell her the latest news regarding the Arabs and the Rum. The nun recounted the news of the two sides, particularly the exploits of Al-Battal and his trickery, and how he outwitted the Rum time and again. Nura, the leader of the women and the daughter of the local ruler, replied, “I wish I could meet him someday.” The princess Nura had always been attracted only to other women, but she found Al-Battal intriguing.2 Playfully, she called, “Come join us, Al-Battal!”

			Al-Battal promptly jumped through one of the open windows. Delighted to see him, the women brought him food and drink. Al-Battal sat and regaled them with tales. Nura felt herself falling for him. “Go play,” she instructed her companions, “so he can see your prowess.” Thoroughly enjoying himself, Al-Battal asked, “My Lady, holder of my heart, I have some companions waiting outside. Shall we have them come in and join your ladies in the tussle?”

			“But of course! Call them in.”

			Al-Battal ran to the window and summoned them. The entire company climbed in through the windows: ʿAbdelwahhab, Lulu, Abu l-Hazahiz, Rashid, Maymun, Mudrika, ʿAbdullah, and Tariq. Unfortunately, ʿAbdelwahhab too was dazzled by Nura, staring at her openly. Nura’s companions laughed.

			“Al-Battal, come take me down!” Nura called out.

			“Certainly!” Al-Battal had every intention of winning, but then Nura changed her outer garment, tied back her long hair, and pushed her sleeves up over her arms. Al-Battal moved toward her, but as he grasped her, his mind went foggy, and she threw him to the floor. “Tie him up,” she said to her companions. Then the newcomers wanted a turn. Nura had them choose lots to determine who was next, and one after another, she threw them down, until all of them were tied up.

			They complained, “You only beat us because of your looks!”

			“Probably,” she agreed. “You are all clearly brave and capable.” Then she directed her companions to load them up.

			“Where are you taking us?” asked ʿAbdelwahhab.

			“To the lands of the Rum!”

			“I entreat you, let the others go. I will stay and serve you.”

			“We all will!” joked Abu l-Hazahiz.

			Nura laughed. “All right, you’re free to go wherever you please!”

			Suddenly a monk entered the room, addressing Nura: “The bishop wishes to speak with you.”

			“Show him in!”

			Bishop Shumadris entered, greeting Nura and explaining the reason for his visit. On hearing concerning news, he had traveled night and day to the River of Blood and the Meadow of Saffron, entering the castle of her father, King ʿAyn al-Masih.

			The king had welcomed him and asked after the other castles. Shumadris had informed him of their destruction and the fierceness of the enemy, including their ample weaponry and purebred Arabian horses. “They don’t just win a battle; they level the other side! And if they overpower a castle, they take it over for themselves! Their amir is widely revered, and he has a companion full of wiles and cunning. The stories I could tell! Their company arrived today at the River of Blood, and I came to warn you. You must be on your guard!”

			The king had laughed so hard that one could see all his teeth, and his eyes watered. “You are afraid of him, Father? I promise you that if they show themselves around here, they will regret it. You know my strength and determination. As for my daughter Nura, she could defeat twenty thousand Rum warriors. She is the one who collects the taxes for property and other administrative duties from the Greeks. Kings have asked for her hand in marriage, but she remains unconquered by any warrior. Even the Sasanians revere her. After all, she’s my daughter, so she’s no weakling!”

			“How can you leave your daughter alone in a remote cloister with the Muslims’ armies approaching your castle, having conquered all the other castles?”

			“I sent her a warning, but she assured me that there was nothing to worry about. Believe me, even if they brought soldiers as numerous as the sand, I’d dispatch them with my sword and my spear. I won’t let anyone reach you!”

			“I must go to her and tell her of my concern. I will bring her back to the castle. We can never be too careful!”

			

			—

			When ʿAbdelwahhab saw Shumadris enter the cloister hall, he paled and forgot everything, including his infatuation with Nura. Shumadris had eyes for no one but the princess. She was glowing, sweat on her brow, her hair still tied back, and her waist wrapped. Her cheeks were rosy and her eyes shining. Shumadris embraced her, kissing her cheeks and her forehead. ʿAbdelwahhab shot Abu l-Hazahiz a look of annoyance. Al-Battal whispered, “I hope she doesn’t tell him about us!”

			Suddenly Shumadris said, “Why do you look like you just won a fight?”

			She laughed. “Because I have, Father. I was just wrestling with my companions, as we do. Then the Sister was telling us the latest news about the Arabs and the Rum.” She told him all that happened, and Shumadris’s heart sung with joy.

			“May the Messiah help you, Princess! Do you know who you have captured?”

			“Come see for yourself!” He accompanied the princess to view the prisoners, hardly believing their good fortune. On seeing Al-Battal, he positively cackled. “Your end has come, you despicable lout! I’ll be rid of you yet!” He made his way down the line, exclaiming and threatening, and then returned. “Princess, these are the great heroes of the enemy!” His eyes fell upon ʿAbdelwahhab, and he shouted, “You’ve taken the amir himself!”

			“Really?” She turned to ʿAbdelwahhab: “Are you the enemy leader?”

			“Yes, I am. Do with me as you see fit.”

			Shumadris called out, “Bring me chains!” He slipped heavy shackles around one ankle of each man. Having secured them with iron, he pounced on Nura’s jeweled sword.

			“What are you intending to do, Father?”

			“Kill them, and leave not one prisoner! I don’t trust them, and I certainly don’t want more enemy troops to arrive and use them as bargaining chips.”

			“Listen, Father. I don’t want to kill any of them until my father has seen them. Tomorrow we’ll go fight the enemy.”

			“Take care, My Lady. The amira Dhat al-Himma is the most dangerous person on earth.”

			“Who’s that?”

			“She is the mother of this Black amir. She’s like a stubborn lioness.” He described her bravery, her abilities, and her strength.

			“Father, if this is how their women are, then what are their men like?”

			“She’ll surprise you, pulling moves you’ve never seen among the Rum, or among the Arabs, for that matter.”

			“No more about her until I can face her in the square myself.” Nura looked at the prisoners, shaking her head and laughing.

			Abu l-Hazahiz said, “It’s not your fault. It’s the fault of those who wrestled with you and wanted to marry you. We never would have had to deal with Shumadris if we hadn’t come in here.”

			Nura just laughed at them, saying to her companions, “Look at these lions!”

			

			—

			Princess Fatima, noting the lengthening absence of her son and his companions, set out the next morning with one hundred warriors to discover their whereabouts. She left the army in command of Saʿid, saying, “The amir has been gone since yesterday morning, and I’m not sure what happened to him. My heart tells me I need to go find out.”

			The amira rode in search of her son until she reached the cloister, but she found no one there. Puzzled and concerned, she retraced her steps and found that her own camp was covered in a cloud of dust.

			She sent a group of scouts ahead. “Leave your horses and tell us what you see.”

			“As you wish.” They returned with tears in their eyes.

			“What is it?”

			“Amira, King ʿAyn al-Masih has vanquished our army. Everyone has scattered and fled.”

			Princess Fatima’s chest tightened, and her world turned upside down. “Of all the times for ʿAbdelwahhab and his friends to disappear! They must have a good reason. There is no power or strength but God’s.” Her horse picked up its trot, and Fatima gradually regathered the army.

			It so happened that when Princess Fatima had set out to find her son, King ʿAyn al-Masih had arrived with the soldiers of his castle and the surrounding region. His troops numbered eighty thousand. On seeing Princess Fatima’s army, the king was eager to attack, but suddenly a messenger sent by Shumadris arrived. On hearing about Nura’s capture of the enemy commanders and Shumadris’s urging that the king return at once, the king left orders with his general to attack without him. Then he set off for the cloister with five hundred soldiers.

			

			—

			When the king’s army attacked, the Muslims, in the absence of their leaders, had been afraid. But Princess Fatima’s return instilled in them the hope they needed. Renewed and reunited, together they faced their enemies. Princess Fatima battled the most seasoned warriors herself, and her people fought bravely for the duration of the day. The king’s general would have turned and run, but he feared what the king would do if he found out. Princess Fatima’s concern for her son grew: My son would not be away from his friends and soldiers this long unless something had happened to him. As she was thinking about this, one of the Black soldiers brought her an enemy prisoner. She led the prisoner away from the others and spoke to him in Arabic, but he did not understand. Then she tried Rumi, and he answered.

			“Is ʿAyn al-Masih leading you?” she asked.

			“No, he left a deputy to lead in his place.”

			“Why did the king leave?”

			“Because a messenger arrived from Shumadris, informing him that his daughter had the amir ʿAbdelwahhab and ten other enemy warriors, including Al-Battal.”

			The color drained from Princess Fatima’s face. “How did she manage to take them? How was she able to overcome them?”

			“She’s very intelligent and beautiful.” Her beauty, bravery, and fierce independence were known throughout the Greek and Byzantine lands. She could overcome twenty thousand warriors single-handedly in the practice square.

			The prisoner informed Princess Fatima that the king had departed in order to kill her son and his company.

			“I still don’t understand how Nura defeated them.”

			“They are being held at the cloister. That way,” he said, pointing.

			While Princess Fatima had been talking with the captive, the morning star had risen. She ran to her horse and swiftly sprang into the saddle. She took one hundred seasoned warriors with her. Tears traced their way down her face, and her heart felt heavy because she feared the loss of her loved ones. She heard the neigh of horses ahead and said to those with her, “Take heart. Those must be the horses of ʿAyn al-Masih. If he has hurt my son, he will pay!” Her companions’ faces grew serious. They advised her, “Wait for them to come this way, so we can see how many they are,” and so she waited.

			

			—

			When ʿAyn al-Masih arrived at the cloister with five hundred soldiers, Nura heard their approach. She came out to greet her father, bringing him into the convent, where they sat together, each on a couch. Trays of food and drink were served, and they partook of the refreshments. Then ʿAyn al-Masih said, “Bring the captives,” and they were brought to him in chains, which had been weighted down with extra iron, under orders from Shumadris. “Shumadris,” he said, “you told me of men who were vicious in battle and the capture of castles, but these men could never accomplish such feats. I could take on the likes of them single-handedly! I shouldn’t have left behind my army for this!”

			ʿAbdelwahhab and Al-Battal exchanged looks of relief and hope.

			“Fear not, Your Majesty. Your soldiers on the battlefield are brave lions.”

			“If I was not so concerned for my army, I would take the time to give you a piece of my mind.”

			“Sir, you have the head of the Muslim army here!”

			“By John and Mary, Father, my heart tells me that they could hardly lift a sword, let alone use one!”

			ʿAbdelwahhab said to Al-Battal, “Tell him to free me temporarily, and I promise I will let him chain me up again.”

			“What am I supposed to say you will do?”

			“Tell him I will challenge any of his commanders on the spot, even if it means fighting ten thousand men, and then he can chain me up again.”

			Al-Battal relayed this offer to ʿAyn al-Masih in the language of the Rum. “Your Majesty, if you want to test the abilities of your captives, free this amir to fight as many commanders as you like, one after the other.”

			Shumadris interjected, “No way!”

			Al-Battal continued. “He can lay out two hundred men for your inspection if you wish.” At this, the king realized that these were seasoned warriors. Moreover, his daughter had triumphed over them not with physical strength but through her beauty and charms.

			“What are you doing, Your Majesty?” asked Shumadris.

			“I have decided to behead them.”

			“Now there is the ʿAyn al-Masih I know!”

			“Bring them forth,” commanded the king, and three of the prisoners were presented to him.

			Abu l-Hazahiz turned to Al-Battal: “If you hadn’t been so busy falling in love, we wouldn’t be getting our heads chopped off!”

			Al-Battal gave Nura the look of a pleading lover; she saw it and understood. Her heart skipped a beat. “Don’t kill them,” she said to her father, “until you have overcome their army.”

			“I’ve already sent my army against theirs.”

			“But no one knows the outcome. If our army wins, then no one will mind if we put off killing them until later. But if our army is losing, then we might be able to buy our own lives with these hostages.”

			The king recognized the truth of her words. “Halt!” he called to his guard. Then he sat and had refreshments with Shumadris, who regaled him with tales and assured him of silver and gold from the treasury of the Church. “I want nothing in return but the heads of these Muslim prisoners!”

			“You can have them whipped,” said the king, “but you can’t have their heads.”

			So once every hour, on the hour, Shumadris had the prisoners whipped across their sides. When the whipping seemed to land more on Abu l-Hazahiz than the others, Abu l-Hazahiz cried out, “Have a heart, Sir. For all you know, we’ve won, and you’ll be begging us for mercy!”

			“Liar! Who is coming to your rescue?” That silenced the prisoners.

			When evening arrived, the king said to Shumadris, “Enough torture. We have had no word from my general. We would have received glad tidings by now if we were victorious. I am concerned for my army and have decided to go back and lead them.” He went to his horse, mounted, and rode away, until he happened upon the amira.

			

			—

			When the amira saw the king’s approach that night, she smiled and directed her followers to attack. In the midst of the fray, she noticed the king’s unsightly face and recognized him as the leader. Their swords met, and they both saw the mettle of the other. She struck him from his horse, her hand moving swiftly to his middle to pin him down. He lay there, as helpless as an infant, and her soldiers halted at the sound of her voice. Seeing the enemy leader at her mercy, her soldiers took heart and routed the remaining enemy soldiers.

			The amira returned to her army, fearing their fate if she extended her absence. Noting the fine horses with gold-studded tack, her soldiers asked who the prisoner was, and she told them, “A great king of the Rum.” Then she called out to her soliders, “What are you waiting for? Show them what you are made of!” And she too made her way to the battlefield.

			The king’s general was attempting to encourage his troops: “Fight like ʿAyn al-Masih himself were here with us!”

			“Hey, Nazarene dogs,” called the amira, “I just finished off every last commander that was with your king. If you don’t believe me, see for yourself!” They saw their king being held prisoner and rushed forward to free him. The amira’s army held their ground, and the two armies fought. Time passed in the blink of an eye, and the Rum were soundly defeated. The amira’s army collected the spoils: livestock, wealth, and tents. What remained of the Rum army repaired to nearby castles, some making their way to Nura’s cloister to inform her. The amira brought along ʿAyn al-Masih, saying, “If you hurt one hair of the men you are holding prisoner, I will cut you to pieces!”

			ʿAyn al-Masih said, “Your son and his companions are well. Bishop Shumadris advised me to execute them, but my daughter intervened.” The amira took note of this, mulling it over until they arrived at the cloister. She arrived with one hundred commanders of the Rum taken prisoner, among them the king.

			

			—

			When the king had departed, Shumadris went to Nura and said, “I outrank you, and I expect you to do as I say.”

			“Father, what is it that you advise me to do?”

			“Take the prisoners to the castle with me at once. There are two benefits to this: first, you will ensure their security; second, we will ensure our own security.”

			“You seem unduly concerned. After all, I’m clearly capable of capturing them.”

			“Princess, not one of these men has an equal in their entire army, and they have the mother of the Black amir on their side. It behooves you to take them to the castle.”

			“Very well, I shall humor you.” Nura gave orders to her twenty ladies-in-waiting to prepare for departure. All of them were daughters of commanders of the Rum, and all of them had learned martial and equestrian arts, including combat training. Each of them rode at the head of one thousand soldiers, and Nura rode in front of all of them. They all mounted Arabian horses, wearing their swords, and they loaded the prisoners onto mules.

			At the castle, Nura’s company met a large group of soldiers from her father’s defeated army.

			“What happened?”

			“We were caught in a tight spot. So many didn’t make it. They captured your father.”

			Nura looked horrified. “How could they overpower the king? Did he fall from his horse?”

			“No, a warrior toppled him from his saddle and took him prisoner. He was like a bird in the hands of that warrior.”

			“If we had stayed in the convent, it would not have ended well for us,” mused Shumadris.

			“It’s too late to set out tonight,” said Nura. “Come into the castle with us for now. First thing tomorrow, I’ll go show them what we’re made of.” She spent the night strategizing.

			ʿAbdelwahhab was relieved to hear of the king’s capture, since it meant he might be released. Shumadris had imprisoned him and his companions in one of the castle’s numerous underground storage rooms. Al-Battal was dreamily contemplating Nura’s face, but the others had learned their lesson. “May we never see that face again!”

			Al-Battal just said, “Torture with that fine lady is a pleasure.”

			

			—

			The next morning, Shumadris advised Nura to leave the castle directly, without checking in on the prisoners. “And if they want to trade hostages, let them have the Black one in exchange for your father. Then you can still kill the others. Whatever you do, avoid that woman of theirs. She’s doubtless the one who captured your father, knocking him from his saddle.”

			“If so, then I must take revenge on her and her cronies. After all, the Rum are going to hear how I dealt with this. We must make an example of them.”

			When the command was given to open the castle’s outer gate, more defeated soldiers were found gathered outside. After they entered, there were nearly twenty thousand defeated soldiers in the castle. Nura was stunned at the state of her army.

			

			—

			At dawn, the amira made her way to the cloister, only to find it abandoned by all but the monks themselves. Some of the warriors wanted to kill them in revenge, but the amira would not allow it. She said, “The Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, forbade the killing of monks living a cloistered life.” She continued to the castle, dismounting at the edge of the Meadow of Saffron. There she assessed the castle before her. It was built of red stone resembling agate, and this is how it came to be named the Blood Castle. The walls were impossible to scale.

			Nura looked out and saw Princess Fatima’s warriors. Impatient, she called for the door to be opened: “I’ve got to go down there and face them!”

			Shumadris replied, “If you must go down, then I have an idea.”

			“What is it?”

			“Send a message first to their amira, saying: ‘I am a woman like you. I’m coming down to face you one-on-one, and may God give victory to the best of us.’ Then let me go down behind you.” Nura did as he suggested.

			The amira received her message and waited until Nura opened the castle door. Nura emerged with all the people of her castle, and Shumadris, fearing for his life, escaped through a back route with five hundred soldiers. Nura and her companions wore full armor, including Hindi swords, golden pikes, and silk sashes. Nura was a sight that could distract any man, and her eyes could pierce the heart of any hero. Behind her were rows of soldiers. Her commanders were confident, knowing that she was braver and more highly trained than her father. The amira faced her, with rows of soldiers behind her as well.

			An armed rider came forth from among Nura’s retinue. The horse was a pale palomino, the color of a golden cloud. It walked onto the training field, halting in the center. The rider called out loudly, “Today we sort the brave from the foolish!”

			The rider was Dakna, one of Nura’s companions. From the other side, a warrior named Tawq rode forward to meet her. Dakna overcame him in the blink of an eye, and a second warrior stepped forward. Dakna finished off him, too. She captured the third and fourth warriors, and then people started to avoid a turn with her. Farqad of the Kilabis stepped forward next. He was considered equivalent to one thousand Rumi warriors. They attacked each other, and the earth below them shook. Farqad shouted, having closed in on Dakna. Grabbing her arm, he hoisted her from her saddle, then noticed that she was a woman. His heart flip-flopped. He handed her over to his comrades and turned back to the training ground. A rider approached like the Final Judgment. Her name was Zura.

			Their swords struck, seeming hotter than coals. Each of them circled the other, willing to wait for the right opening. The dust rose around them, and they disappeared from sight. Zura struck Farqad on the neck, and his head flew to the side, his soul speeding to Paradise. His comrades looked on in horror and resolve.

			Zura fought on, capturing every warrior who approached her. When she had captured twelve, the celebrated amir Bashar stepped forward. His arrogance had weakened him. Yet he had just watched his son Farqad lose his life and was determined to take on the one who had dispatched him. He had hesitated due to his old age, but when the number of fighters willing to fight Zura dwindled, he moved his horse forward and uttered several lines of verse in honor of his son. He attacked Zura and killed her. Then Nura stepped forward and fought until day’s end.

			That evening, Princess Fatima asked her comrades, “Did you see how Nura fought?”

			“She is a strong warrior, with a face like a crescent moon! And those eyes! They can enchant hearts and take off heads!”

			“I didn’t have a chance to fight her today, but hopefully tomorrow. . . .”

			

			—

			Nura’s yellow silk pavilion was set up, complete with a bed fashioned from Chinese metalwork. That evening she said to her people, “I had no idea the Muslims could fight like that. They have no fear! They give great effort, but I killed sixteen of them today.”

			“Your Majesty, may the Messiah strengthen you, if you see the Red Warrior on the Red Steed, know that he was the cause of many heroes’ deaths. You will know him from the tight veil covering his face.”

			“You are probably describing the amira Dhat al-Himma. I looked for her today in the melee but did not see her. Tomorrow I hope to challenge her, and then you can judge for yourselves!” With this, the gathering broke up. Everyone made their way to bed, except Shumadris. He went to the dungeon to torture the captives.

			The amir ʿAbdelwahhab said, “Enough! What goes around comes around. He who does not consider the consequences of his actions will have no friend in fate.”

			Shumadris replied, “By the truth of your religion, if I fell into your hands, I would have no future. But if I have any say in it, you will not leave here to see the light of day!”

			Al-Battal asked, “And what are you going to do, you scum, if the amira bests Nura? She would never leave us as hostages. She won’t even leave you the castle!”

			

			—

			
			Morning dawned on the soldiers, and they prepared for battle. The horses of both camps grew increasingly alert, and the two sides lined up, facing each other. At that moment, a rider emerged from among the Rum on a muscular, athletic horse with a neck that was long, graceful, and strong. The rider wore a rose gold coat of mail decorated with pearls and other jewels. On the rider’s head was a rounded, jeweled helmet, and in the rider’s right hand was a spear. The horse halted between the two lines, and the rider lifted the helmet to reveal a face with cheeks like rose petals and a mouth like a gold ring. She spoke in a rich voice: “Arab peoples, your lives are forfeited. I am Nura, daughter of King ʿAyn al-Masih. I have your amir and his companions. If you want to save the hostages, free ʿAyn al-Masih, and I will free your amir in exchange. If you prefer to fight, then send out the amira Dhat al-Himma, who is supposed to be so brave and skillful. If I beat her, then you may flee. If she beats me, then I will have been the means to an end.”

			Princess Fatima made her way resolutely to the fighting square. She rode a fine horse, as black as night, and wore Davidian armor through which no sword could penetrate. She carried a long spear in one hand, a burnished blade in the other. Her forearm shone with sweat.

			They attacked each other, their voices ringing, until the ground shook beneath them. When their spears snapped, they turned to their swords. When those had grown blunt, they dismounted and started circling each other. They saw in each other a combination of qualities they had never seen in others: strategy, strength, power, and an unwavering foundation.

			One of the amira’s soldiers lost his head, enamored of Nura’s beauty. He approached the amira from behind, throwing rocks between her legs, hoping to trip her and make her fall. Anger washed over the amira’s face. She maneuvered herself near the errant soldier, kicking him in his thigh. He fell over, his legs in the air.

			The amira returned to Nura, roaring. She rushed at her, lifting her from the ground. The Rum looked on, fearing for their leader, held aloft by her enemy. Each of them wanted to rescue her, but they were preoccupied by the enemy soldiers rushing toward them. Each pair of fighters locked into combat. When it became clear that the Rum were losing, they ran for the castle, but their enemies followed close behind. The Rum leaped onto horses to save themselves and find reinforcements.

			Shumadris, seeing this turn of events, opened the castle door for the first of the Rum to arrive, then shut it before the enemy soldiers could enter. He ordered the soldiers on the towers to hurl stones at those below. They did so and were horrified to see that they had hit many of the Rum as well as the enemy.

			The Muslims captured one thousand of the Rum soldiers. Princess Fatima led Nura to the camp of the Arabs. She observed how the men in her service lost control of themselves in Nura’s presence. Reuniting Nura with her father, Princess Fatima instructed her, “All that remains are the hostages. Send to the castle now for all of them to be released. In exchange, I will release you and those we have captured, including your father. Then you can choose: you can give me access to the castle peacefully, or I can take it by force.”

			The king said to Nura, “My daughter, just exchange the hostages. She could never take our castle: It’s too tall and well fortified.”

			“Dhat al-Himma, free ten of my commanders so I can send them to Shumadris in the castle. I will order him to free the amir and his companions.” The amira did as asked, and the commanders approached the castle. Shumadris, seeing the situation, took a sword and descended to the dungeon.

			“The monk is here,” said Al-Battal.

			“I’m here to take off your heads!” exclaimed Shumadris.

			“Great news,” intoned Abu l-Hazahiz.

			It so happened (as God had ordained) that Al-Battal had loosened his bonds before Shumadris’s arrival. He whispered to Abu l-Hazahiz, “I managed to loosen my ties. If he had come just a little later, I could have loosened yours, too! As it is, I don’t see how we’re going to get out of this!”

			“Give it to me,” said Abu l-Hazahiz. Al-Battal handed him the shackle.

			Shumadris made his way first to ʿAbdelwahhab, and lifted his sword. Maymun moved to intercept it, and it landed on his shoulder, wounding him. Shumadris raised his sword again, and Abu l-Hazahiz hit him on the head with Al-Battal’s shackle. At that moment, the commanders that Nura had sent arrived in the dungeon. They drew their swords on the prisoners, wounding three of them. Abu l-Hazahiz wrested Shumadris’s sword from him and lifted it, but the commanders warned him, “If you kill him, you will certainly lose your life.”

			Al-Battal said, “Let him go, Abu l-Hazahiz.”

			The Rum commanders led Shumadris upstairs. They were concerned to see him close to fainting, and sprinkled cold water on his face until he became alert again.

			“Who did this to you?”

			“The prisoners.”

			They drew their swords and moved toward the dungeon, but some held them back, saying, “What are you doing? They have the princess, the king, and one thousand of our soldiers.” Instead they opened the castle gates and returned to Nura, informing her of what had happened.

			“Free me now,” Nura requested of Princess Fatima, so that she could go to Shumadris before he passed away. “I will send the hostages to you.” Princess Fatima let her go.

			When Al-Battal saw Nura, he forgot himself and said, “Greetings, dear princess!”

			Nura ordered the guards: “Let the blond, blue-eyed one out. We’ll exchange him for my father.”

			“They won’t exchange him for me, My Lady,” said Al-Battal. “Let the amir go, and the wounded men, Maymun and Abu l-Hazahiz.”

			When ʿAbdelwahhab, Maymun, and Abu l-Hazahiz arrived at the Arab camp, Princess Fatima released the king.

			When the king arrived at the castle, Nura released Al-Battal and Tariq. Tariq arrived at the Arab camp, and Princess Fatima released one hundred of the Rum soldiers. “What about Al-Battal?” she asked. “Is she holding him back?”

			“No,” said Tariq. “She told him to leave, but he refused. He wants to stay with her.” Princess Fatima continued releasing companies of Rum soldiers until two hundred commanders remained with her.

			“Go on. Get out!” Nura said to Al-Battal. “So we can rescue our remaining commanders.”

			“Princess, I’m staying here to serve you.”

			“I want neither you nor your service. Get out, you wretch!”

			“I will not get out.”

			Nura turned to her soldiers. “Get the wretch out, or he’ll probably rob us tonight!”

			The soldiers set to removing him, but he always managed to return to the castle. Nura laughed at him and even spit on his face, but he simply opened his mouth and caught it, saying, “Delicious!”

			Finally, the soldiers threw him out of the castle, and he made his way to the amira. When she saw him, she released the last of the Rum prisoners. Then she called for a meeting of the amirs, only to find that three of them had been lost in battle. She saw that Maymun was injured and turned to her son. “What were you doing? Did you come to this land for pleasure or for battle?”

			“I swear, I was acting for our collective benefit.”

			Al-Battal interjected, “Amira, go easy on him. No one who saw that lady could remain in full control.”

			The amira laughed in exasperation. “Al-Battal, I have nothing to say to you. You are a hopeless romantic.”

		

	
		
			A FINAL ADVENTURE1

			Years have passed, with Fatima having captured Nura and arranged her marriage to Al-Battal, and Nura having joined the amira’s forces. As this final adventure opens, the Muslim army is camped near Constantinople. The caliph Al-Muʿtasim is with them, and ʿUqba has been executed by his order.

			The soldiers saw the Byzantine patriarch approaching on horseback, and they knew instantly that he came as a messenger. The amir ʿAbdelwahhab received him, and the patriarch greeted him respectfully.

			“What brings you here?”

			“Amir, I come in peace. The emperor would like to offer you two hundred thousand dinars per annum for a truce, to last four years. Winter is upon us, and we are far enough inland that the cold will bring hardship for both of us.”

			“This is a matter for the caliph to decide. Excuse me,” and ʿAbdelwahhab left the room. He informed the caliph of the Byzantines’ offer.

			“Do as you see fit for the sake of our people. I feel the colic, a disease of my forefathers, coming on. It frightens me.”

			ʿAbdelwahhab returned to the patriarch. “Your Eminence, we accept your offer for as long as the truce holds.”

			“I hear and obey.” The patriarch departed directly to the emperor to inform him. After delivering the first payment and confirming the agreement, the Byzantine entourage returned to Constantinople.

			The Muslim army broke up camp to return to their own lands. When they reached a series of narrow passes, the caliph instructed his army to move ahead of him in groups. Eventually only ʿAbdelwahhab, the Kilabis, and some advisers and camp staff were left with the caliph. ʿAbdelwahhab inquired if the caliph would like to proceed.

			“Amir, I feel so ill. Let us remain for a few days.”

			“Of course.”

			Eleven days later, the camp prepared to move toward Muslim territory. When they reached the narrow pass, a cloud of dust approached from the distance, blocking out the light of the sun. Noticing crosses on the flags and standards, the soldiers drew their swords.

			The Christian army was led by Hermes, an island king, who had reached Constantinople days before. Seeing the reinforcements, the emperor Michael opted to break the truce in hope of a decisive victory.

			ʿAbdelwahhab called out, “Let’s split into two groups.” Princess Fatima took ten thousand troops with her, and ʿAbdelwahhab took the remainder. It was but a moment before the Rum arrived, Michael’s blue flag flying above them, and the eyes of the two sides met.

			“Tell your soldiers to fight hard,” the patriarch advised the emperor. “I see that they’ve split into two groups, and the despicable Dhat al-Himma is coming our way. Her son is leading the other group toward Hermes.”

			

			—

			Princess Fatima took a deep breath and urged her horse forward, her people following in her wake. She grew tired that day in the fray, and many of the people around her were injured. The enemy battalions fought endlessly. At last the Muslim army sought refuge in the mountainside, with the Byzantine soldiers following behind. The two sides camped separately for the night, resuming battle in the morning with renewed vigor. The Byzantine soldiers numbered four thousand. The dust rose above the heads of the combatants, settling on cheeks and brows. Day gave way to night, and the two sides paused again. That evening, Princess Fatima and her son reflected on the situation.

			“Sometimes I wonder if all this is worth the effort,” said ʿAbdelwahhab.

			His mother replied, “Son, we all die eventually: Wherever you may be, death will overtake you, even if you should be within lofty towers.2 In battle, nothing remains but honesty.”

			

			—

			The fourth day of battle was noticeably colder. Winter had arrived, and the soldiers felt it but remained steadfast. Eventually the Muslim forces split into two groups. Forty of the top fighters slipped into a mountain cave to protect themselves from an onslaught and from the falling snow. They included Princess Fatima; ʿAbdelwahhab; Dinari; Jaʿfar; Lamlaman; Burd; Salih; Hayaj the Kurd; Tariq of the Hijaz; Qaraqid; Mazbahun; Nura, the wife of Al-Battal; and ʿUdhayba, the daughter of Al-Battal. The other group, led by Al-Battal, took another path up the mountain to flee to Muslim lands.

			The Rum soldiers came upon the group in the cave that had once been a hermitage. The Rum attacked, but they could not fully enter the dim interior because of the fighters’ resistance. Then a great mound of snow fell across the entrance. The Rum were effectively halted in their attack by this, and those inside were trapped within. Snow fell for thirty-six days, and the Rum retreated. ʿAbdelwahhab had led four horses into the cave. When the group grew hungry, they gradually ate the horses and survived thus for forty days.

			

			—

			When Al-Battal’s group reached Malatya, its people were devastated by the news of the party lost in the cave. Al-Battal asked them if the caliph had returned, and they said he had been injured but had passed through Malatya with four hundred followers. Al-Battal’s troops continued traveling toward the caliph, and at every stop they made, they met with consternation from the residents over the missing fighters. When they reached Samarra, they learned that the caliph Al-Muʿtasim had passed away and had been succeeded by his son, Al-Wathiq Billah. Al-Battal joined in the mourning ceremonies with his followers and then met with the new caliph to report about the borderlands.

			The caliph, Al-Wathiq Billah, was visibly moved when he heard of the missing fighters. “I will make the Rum pay. Their sacrifice will not be in vain.” He instructed the highest officials of his government to begin assembling troops for a new offensive on the lands of the Rum. Messages were dispatched to Sham (Syria) and the Hijaz. Reinforcements arrived from Bani Tayy, Bani Kilab, Bani ʿAmir, and Bani Wahid. They wore torn garments, symbolizing their commitment to resolve the tragic loss of the missing company. On the day the fresh troops gathered before their new caliph, they numbered eight hundred thousand, comprising Arabs, Persians, Turks, Daylamites, Kurds, and all those willing to fight on the side of the Muslims against the Byzantine Empire.

			That night, the caliph had a strange dream, and the next morning he gathered his advisers experienced in the study of dreams and told them, “I saw the amira Dhat al-Himma with the amir ʿAbdelwahhab. She said to me, ‘Commander of the Faithful, if you want to enter the lands of the Rum, enter through Amorium. Trust in your soldiers, for they served your predecessors.’ Who knows the way through Amorium?”

			Al-Battal came forward. He had aged visibly, concerned for his friend ʿAbdelwahhab and his mother, and for his wife, Nura, and his daughter, ʿUdhayba. He said, “I know all the paths. I can take you through that route and ensure that the Rum will never detect our approach until we are upon them, and then it’s in God’s hands. If you want a brilliant scheme, though, I find that all my trickery is spent for the time being.”

			“Yes,” the caliph replied, “love is certainly not painless. I feel the loss of the missing fighters just as I feel the loss of my own father. But if God has taken them, then they are surely in a better place than we are.”

			When the new army reached Malatya, additional members of Bani Kilab joined the caliph in the march north to seek out their kinsmen. Signs of spring were beginning to show, and the army moved rapidly until they reached Marj al-ʿUyun. There they set up camp, erecting tents and securing flags. Then the leaders gathered around Al-Battal to receive instructions for the next phase of their mission.

			

			—

			The Byzantine patriarch entered the emperor’s council chamber. Emperor Michael interrupted his council’s proceedings and asked, “Father, have you heard of the enemy army’s approach?”

			“Yes, and I am concerned about our position. I think you should write to their amir for a truce. He will want payment, but he has managed to unite more tribes than his father or anyone before him. If he demands tribute, our people will welcome a year of stability. If he does not agree, then at least we will have done what we could, and we will leave it in God’s hands.”

			The emperor was about to agree when the Venetian king and Hermes entered. Hermes, always enthusiastic for battle, rolled his eyes when he heard the emperor’s plan. Turning to the patriarch, he spluttered, “Father, do you want to shame all of Christendom?! I and my soldiers will single-handedly defeat the enemy! They’re merely peasants, except for the Bani Kilab warriors. Your Majesty,” he said to the emperor, “don’t listen to him. He knows nothing of battle. He knows only about religion and reading scripture.”

			The patriarch could see that Hermes’s words were swaying the assembly. He stood and departed.

			

			—

			Hermes and the Rum rode forth with their commanders and warriors, armored in mail and armed with swords. The dust they raised appeared to the Muslim onlookers from far off in the distance, and the day grew dark.

			The caliph rode out to meet them. His warriors were fully armored, carrying sharpened spears. They faced the oncoming horde. The Byzantine army raised crosses, and the Arab army hummed with recitation of the Quran. They called out, “For Dhat al-Himma and ʿAbdelwahhab!” The rising dust reached the noses of the riders. Daggers were plunged into hearts. The fire of war raged until the day was done. The battle went to the Arabs, with four hundred soldiers lost. The Byzantine army lost four thousand.

			The emperor, looking at the results of the battle, knew that the patriarch had been right to counsel a truce. He gathered together his remaining commanders and said, “We thought the Kilabis were the only threat, but we were wrong. We underestimated their commitment. We should have followed the advice of the patriarch.”

			One of the commanders replied, “War is not even. One day you lose, another day you win. We will beat them tomorrow. Don’t worry.”

			

			—

			Following his victory, the caliph Al-Wathiq Billah challenged the Byzantine patriarch to appeal to his ruler and help institute a truce. Shortly thereafter, a message arrived for the caliph. The messenger entered the council room, respectfully bowing to the caliph and greeting him in the manner of kings. The message passed first to the court ushers and then to the vizier, who read it and contemplated it. Then he summarized it for the caliph: “Commander of the Faithful, cease the bloodshed between our two peoples. Follow in the footsteps of your august predecessors. Decree for us as you see fit, annually, as your forefathers did. Let this period of armistice between us be four years.”

			The caliph then addressed all the amirs gathered before him: “What do you say? How much annual tribute shall we demand from the Rum?” They all lowered their heads, looking at the floor. The caliph continued: “Let each of you say something. Don’t be afraid. It is for just such matters as this that I asked you here.” Then each one offered a suggestion, based on their own knowledge and experience. Some suggested threats; others expressed their concerns.

			Then Al-Battal rose, saying, “Commander of the Faithful, may God support you and have mercy on your predecessors, you have the final word. We recognize that in your upbringing, you have studied the example of those who came before you, and you are trained for these decisions. Whatever you decide, we will accept and follow your decree.”

			“Thank you for your vote of confidence, but I am simply following the example of our prophet, who shared in his revelation, ‘Consult them in the matter.’3 If I know anything, I know that you too are a product of this time, and that your opinion has value. So tell me what you think. I know your virtues, even if your tongue can be as sharp as a spear!” Al-Battal recommended sending the messenger back, and avoiding giving up the ground they had gained. The caliph agreed.

			When the emperor had received the caliph’s response, he ordered the immediate preparation of a series of messages. They were written in short order and promptly attached to homing pigeons, which were released into the air. By evening, all the birds had returned to their perches. The keeper of the pigeons took each bird from its perch and removed the message attached to it. He went to the emperor’s council room and requested permission to enter. The door was opened for him, and he went in. He passed a message to the emperor’s adviser. Reading the message, the adviser smiled and said, “We have received promises of aid from all our assistant kings.”

			

			—

			The caliph ordered his soldiers to find the cave in which the Kilabi leaders had sheltered, and to search it. They should bury any bodies they found and make a marker to honor the dead. The soldiers searched the cave but found no remains of the leaders. The caliph himself entered the cave, carrying a torch. He surveyed the corpses of various soldiers from both sides who had fallen at the cave’s entrance, and ordered their burial.

			Later the caliph discussed the situation with Al-Battal, who suggested, “Perhaps after the Rum retreated, the snow melted, and wild animals entered the cave and took the soldiers out to the wilderness, where they devoured them. Or perhaps the Rum returned and took them, dead or alive.”

			“It’s so disturbing,” said the caliph with a sigh. “If only someone could tell me what happened to them, I would provide a handsome reward.”

			“If only I knew they were alive, even in the farthest land, I would travel there, even if it meant my death. There is a scholar near here named Tayyibun who is known for his astrology; why don’t you see what he can tell us?”

			“Bring him to me.”

			

			—

			Tayyibun approached the caliph, bowing in greeting. Al-Wathiq Billah indicated for him to come closer and said, “I hear that you can read the stars, and I am concerned about the loss of a party of our leaders. It weighs heavily on my heart that we have not even been able to ascertain whether they are alive or dead. Is there anything you can do to help?”

			“Your Majesty, it would take me days to determine this. I must consider all the planets and their positions, both now and in the past, in terms of their horoscopes.”

			“Spare no expense. We will stay here one week while you work on it.”

			Al-Battal reminded the caliph, “Your Majesty, the emperor has no doubt written to his assistant kings by messenger pigeon. If we stay here for a week while Tayyibun works on this, the Rum will likely be approaching by land and sea. Perhaps you could send a message to the emperor offering a truce if he can provide information regarding the whereabouts of the missing party.”

			The caliph dispatched a group of soldiers to Constantinople to ask the emperor for any news about the missing party. The soldiers were admitted into the emperor’s council room, but the emperor swore he had no knowledge of the missing party. The messengers returned, and Tayyibun’s services were engaged immediately.

			Tayyibun was left alone with his assistants. For seven days, he wrote out calculations. Then he came before the caliph and said, “Your Majesty, I determined their horoscopes based on the information you provided. Then I consulted the tablets of life and death, and I saw them in the tablet of life. That is all I can say.”

			The caliph felt a degree of relief. With this mysterious news, he ordered his troops to Constantinople to engage the enemy.

			

			—

			As for the amirs in the cave, after the landslide of snow sealed the entrance, they survived for forty days on horse meat and melted snow. Then they began to feel hungry again. When they explored the farthest reaches of the cave, they discovered a narrow subterranean vault. The only way they could pass through it was by sliding on their stomachs. One said encouragingly to the others, “I’m willing to try it. God is either giving us a way out, or we’re dying nobly, carrying out a mission for our people.”

			All the amirs slipped through the narrow opening, one after another. It widened into a hall with a vaulted ceiling, in the center of which hung a burning lamp, too high for any hand to reach. They exchanged looks of surprise and confusion, and then their eyes fell upon an extraordinary bed, on which lay a dead person. ʿAbdelwahhab approached and saw that the man looked peaceful. There was an earthen vessel to the side of the bed. ʿAbdelwahhab lifted the lid and found that it contained a dried substance. He lifted a piece to his mouth, but the amira swatted his hand.

			“Don’t! It could be poison.”

			“Let me try it. If it’s poison, so be it.” ʿAbdelwahhab tasted a tiny morsel. “It’s sweet, and tasty!”

			The other amirs were quick to join in the tasting. The mysterious substance was a rich and densely nutritious food that sustained them miraculously. They found nothing in the spacious chamber except for the bed, its occupant, and the covered dish. There was no silver, gold, or other possessions.

			ʿAbdelwahhab commented, “What a strange place. In a burial chamber of this size, one would expect the man to have been a king of ancient times, with treasures surrounding him. This corpse has nothing of the sort. There is nothing that marks him as a ruler. The most amazing part is the food, which tastes like it was prepared quite recently. And then there is the lamp that burns without any hand tending it. . . .”

			“Son,” said the amira, “maybe someone removed his possessions. The food must have been prepared with some special technique to prevent aging. As for the lamp, someone must come to tend it from time to time.”

			It so happened that the food was specially prepared, as the amira suggested, and anyone who ate it would be sustained for one month without any hunger or need for eliminating wastes. Having learned all they could about the chamber, the amirs turned toward the narrow opening to return to their cave, only to find that a rock had shifted and was blocking the opening. They exchanged looks of alarm and resignation. Some sat and began reciting names of God and meditating. Others prayed, not knowing what time it was in the outside world. They could not distinguish night from day, but they felt neither thirst nor hunger for an entire month. They commiserated with one another: “This is never how we expected to die!”

			

			—

			The Byzantine emperor sat on his throne, thinking, If only we still had ʿUqba. He would have come up with a scheme to find those missing enemy fighters. One of his commanders approached the throne and introduced himself: “Your Majesty, I knew ʿUqba well. He used to talk to me, and I learned a great deal from him. In this situation, I think he would drive them out with fire.”

			“The cave goes deep into the mountain.”

			“Your Majesty, you can pour oil into jars and light it. Then carry the jars suspended in front of you as you walk into the cave. Either they will surrender to you, or you can burn their bones.”

			“Come, let’s do it! My heart burns to put an end to them.”

			The emperor traveled with a troop of soldiers to the mountain cave, where a party of soldiers prepared the fire as instructed. They moved all the way to the back of the cave and found no one, dead or alive, so they returned to the mouth of the cave and informed the emperor.

			“Hmm, they could not have escaped: there was still some snow in front of the cave. But maybe they died inside it, and some animals removed them. . . .”

			The emperor and his troops returned to Constantinople.

			

			—

			When the amirs began to feel pangs of hunger and thirst, they managed to wait an additional three days before growing desperate. One said, “This is truly one of the worst ways to die. If only we had not entered this cave, we could have died in battle and taken some of the enemy with us!”

			Another spoke to the emptiness, “O keeper of the lamp, please help us as you are able.” Nothing happened.

			Princess Fatima said, “Relief comes at the last moment.”

			Mazbahun replied, “I don’t think there is any chance of relief for us until the Last Day.”

			“Each of you make a vow to God. What would you be willing to do in order to be released from this cave?” asked Princess Fatima.

			One said, “I would fast regularly, forever.”

			Another said, “I would go on hajj every year.”

			“Every time I earned something, I would give part of it to charity.”

			“I would fight harder.”

			Princess Fatima looked closer at the ceiling, illuminated by the lamp, and found a little window no larger than a hand through which fresh air entered. “Had we not had fresh air from here, we would not have survived this long. It must lead somewhere. If we widen this window with our swords, maybe we can escape!”

			“How can we reach it? If we were not so hungry and thirsty, maybe we could have come up with a great plan. But now we can hardly focus or stand straight, let alone hold the weight of one another!”

			“I have an idea,” replied the amira. “Move the body from the bed. Then we’ll take the bed apart and turn it into a ladder.”

			The amirs were impressed and promptly lifted the body, gently laying it aside. The bed was made of pieces of iron and chain links. As they were taking it apart, they found a hollow in one of its legs. Within the hollow, there was a golden tablet inscribed with names and symbols that no one could decipher in the dim light.

			One of the amirs climbed onto the shoulders of Mazbahun to read the tablet closer to the lamp. “ ‘To the one who enters this place: I was accomplished in reading the stars, and was a student of Hippocrates.4 I am a believer in the One God, and in the message of the Prophet Muhammad, peace and blessings upon him. People of knowledge accumulate neither gold nor silver, nor any other precious metals. I saved up naught but wisdom. The signs indicated to me that a group of believers would come to this place on a noble mission, in need of refuge. I prepared food to sustain you for a month. I secured the services of the jinn, and entrusted to them the keeping of the lamp. And I instructed them to obey you. If you rub this tablet, its keeper will appear to you, and you may ask the jinni for whatever you wish.’ ”

			ʿAbdelwahhab took the tablet and rubbed it, and there appeared a being who said, “Labayk labayk ha ana bayn idayk! Here I am, here I am, at your service! Tell me what you wish.”

			“I would like for you to tell me how our army fares and what has happened to them,” said ʿAbdelwahhab.

			“They are currently in dire straits. If they do not receive relief soon, they will perish.” The keeper of the tablet related to them the details, explaining how the Byzantine emperor had exhorted his soldiers to crush the Muslim army, raining down stones on them.

			“And you, keeper of the tablet, is there only one of you?”

			“Yes, but I have many who look to me for leadership. If I asked, they would carry out my orders.”

			“I ask you to direct them to take us to Constantinople, placing us within the city, and then to rain down stones, fire, and smoke on the Rum soldiers.” The jinn did as ʿAbdelwahhab instructed, carrying the amirs within the city gates. Then they spread out, pelting the Rum soldiers outside with stones, fire, and smoke.

			When the emperor went to enter his city, he was greeted by the long-missing amirs. They captured him and those with him before opening the gates, and the captives were utterly speechless, unable even to form a question.

			When the caliph arrived at the city gate, he found it closed and saw no one positioned on the towers above. “It must be abandoned, containing only elders and children,” he mused. Al-Battal warned him that it could be a trick and moved to enter first. ʿAbdelwahhab had sighted them from the top of the palace, and he and Princess Fatima descended to meet them, leaving the rest of their party upstairs. Princess Fatima had her face covered, as was her habit in battle dress. When she saw swords drawn at her, she said laughingly, “What’s this, are we fighting one another now?” and she dropped the scarf from her face. Those out in front were so startled that they cried out. Those farther back moved forward to learn the source of the surprise. Among them was the caliph, and he watched in concern as a messenger came back to relay the news.

			When he saw them, the caliph screamed and rushed to exchange warm embraces with ʿAbdelwahhab and Princess Fatima. He urged them to mount and to ride next to him, and together they rode into Constantinople, with him asking them, in wonder, what happened. They told him everything. When they got to the part about the discovery of the tablet and its keeper, the caliph said, “Praise God who turns misfortune on its head! Our victory today is at your hands, not for the first time!”

			

			—

			The caliph granted ʿAbdelwahhab a new position of leadership: “Due to your intelligence and insight, I want you where you can decide matters before they ever reach the ruler. Keep firm in your principles, always saving the wronged from their oppressors. May justice prevail: Allah orders justice and good conduct.”5

			ʿAbdelwahhab bowed in obedience to his sovereign and in humility to the task before him. “Commander of the Faithful, when we were trapped in the cave, each of us made a vow for what we would do if we were released. Dhat al-Himma and I vowed to go on hajj every year. When the time comes, my mother and I intend to be there.”

			“So be it. Keep us in your prayers.”

			

			—

			During hajj in Mecca one year, Princess Fatima grew ill. Several days later, she passed away into the mercy of God. Many people came to the prayer service to honor her, and she was buried near the Bab al-Maʿla city gate. In her memory, her son distributed a great deal of wealth to the less fortunate. He passed away mere months after his mother. When the news reached the caliph, he mourned the loss of Dhat al-Himma and her son and conducted a memorial prayer in their honor.

		

	
		
			Notes

			PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

			1. Alternative spelling and pronunciation: Junduba.

			2. Alternative spelling and pronunciation: Suhsah.

			3. In the original text, Fatima’s cousin is named Harith. I use the name Walid (from a minor character in an untranslated part of this epic) instead to avoid confusion between multiple characters with the same name. It is important to note here the practice of marriage among first cousins. Although it is socially stigmatized in the contemporary United States and in other countries, cousin marriage is considered ideal and actively encouraged in many cultures. The marriage ideal in traditional Arab culture was the union of paternal cousins. This was a way of consolidating family power and wealth, ensuring protection and provision for loved ones. The practice appears many times in this epic.

			4. In the original text, Fatima’s master is named Harith. I use the name Ahmed (from a minor character in an untranslated part of this epic) instead to avoid confusion between this character and Fatima’s great-great-grandfather of the same name.

			5. Shumadris: This spelling is adopted from Remke Kruk (in “The Bold and the Beautiful: Women and ‘fitna’ in the Sīrat Dhāt al-Himma: The Story of Nūrā,” in Women in the Medieval Islamic World: Power, Patronage, and Piety, ed. Gavin R. G. Hambly [New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1998], 103). Lyons renders the name “Shumdaris.”

			ANCESTORS: THE OPENING EPISODE OF THE EPIC

			1. Maqānibī, Sīrat al-amīra Dhāt al-Himma . . . , 1:7–18.

			2. The caliph ʿAbd al-Malik bin Marwan was the fifth caliph of the Umayyad dynasty, which ruled from Damascus. This is the name given in the text. The translator has decided not to change the rulers’ names from those chosen by the storyteller, even when the names do not seem entirely historically accurate.

			Caliphate: The term caliph refers to the political authority figure of the Sunni Muslim community from the seventh to thirteenth centuries. It has historical roots in religious authority (from the early seventh century), but the caliphate in the period of this epic refers specifically to two political dynasties: the Umayyads (who reigned from 661 to 750 from Damascus) and the Abbasids (who reigned from 750 to 1258 from Baghdad).

			3. Shaykh: In this book, shaykh (also spelled sheikh elsewhere) means a mature man, in terms of both years and behavior.

			4. “The Victorious” and “the Almighty Sovereign” here are epithets for God. There are ninety-nine traditional Arabic names of Allah/God (with some variation on which names are included, which is not a problem because the number ninety-nine simply represents infinity). Each name signifies a divine attribute. Other names that appear in this translation include “the Compassionate,” “the Powerful,” and “the Knowing.” See also note 4 on page 164.

			5. Some variants and interpretations include a bird here instead of a cloud of locusts. In either case, it is a miracle of nature providing protection to the infant.

			JUNDABA’S CHILDHOOD AND FIRST ADVENTURE

			1. Maqānibī, Sīrat al-amīra Dhāt al-Himma . . . , 1:18–25.

			THE ROMANCE OF LAYLA AND SAHSAH

			1. Maqānibī, Sīrat al-amīra Dhāt al-Himma . . . , 1:96–269. Many features of this episode will remind those familiar with Arabic and Persian literature of the story of Layla and Majnun.

			2. Maqānibī, Sīrat al-amīra Dhāt al-Himma . . . , 1:103. Or: “patience is most becoming,” al-sabr ajmal. The phrase recalls “patience is most fitting,” fa-sabrun jamilun, from Quran 12:18.

			3. In a discussion of the epic hero ʿAntar, literary scholar James E. Montgomery describes the expensive kit of equipment used by elite warriors in pre-Islamic Arabian tribal contexts. It consisted of a horse or camel, and possibly horse armor; body armor (helmet and coat of mail, either tunic- or foot-length, made of iron); two types of swords: Yemeni (long) and Indian (curved); shield; lance; short spear for hand-to-hand combat; dagger; and possibly a bow and arrow. From the BBC program on Antarah ibn Shaddad, available online at https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m0002r5v.

			4. Ayat: verses of the Quran.

			5. ʿAntar: the eponymous hero of Sirat ʿAntar, the most famous Arabic epic.

			ʿAli: the cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad.

			FATIMA UPROOTED

			1. Maqānibī, Sīrat al-amīra Dhāt al-Himma . . . , 1:502–22.

			2. Marzuq seems to be Black in later episodes. In this Beirut printing, his mother Suʿda is reported as Turkish. In the Cairo printing, she is Black. Discrepancies between printings and between other manuscript renditions is an area for future research.

			3. Amira: “Princess,” “Commander,” or “Warrior Woman.”

			Dhat al-Himma: “The Valorous,” also shortened to Delhimma, “Valor.”

			4. Quran 2:156.

			THE SORRY AFFAIR OF FATIMA’S MARRIAGE

			1. Maqānibī, Sīrat al-amīra Dhāt al-Himma . . . , 1:524–63.

			2. The Bani Umayya are more commonly known in English as the Umayyads. I have retained the original wording because it is more consistent with the other family names in this saga (Bani Kilab, Bani Tayy, etc.). This terminology fits with the communal, desert-based social ethos of the early part of the epic. The text names Marwan’s father as Sulayman bin ʿAbd al-Malik bin Marwan (p. 535). The historical man of this name ruled from 715 to 717 (too early to fit the historical narrative), and, despite what is suggested by his name, Sulayman was not succeeded by a Marwan. The translator has chosen to eliminate the father’s name from the story and to interpret Marwan here as Marwan ibn Muhammad, who ruled from 744 to 750 and was indeed the final ruler in the Umayyad dynasty. The time elapsed between the ruler mentioned in the Opening Episode (who ruled until 705) and this Marwan still does not seem sufficient for the generations narrated in the epic, but perhaps Fatima’s ancestors did not live very long. More importantly, the genre of epic need not be completely historically accurate.

			3. This period (680–692) has come to be known as the Second Fitna or the Second Islamic Civil War.

			4. “The Merciful” here is one of ninety-nine traditional Arabic names of Allah/God. Each name represents a divine attribute. Other names that appear in this translation include “the Compassionate,” “the Powerful,” and “the Knowing.” See also note 4 on page 162.

			5. Quran 4:59. Throughout this translation, I have relied most heavily on the Sahih International Version (see quran.com) for Quranic quotations.

			ARAB-BYZANTINE ENCOUNTERS

			1. Maqānibī, Sīrat al-amīra Dhāt al-Himma . . . , 1:563–86.

			2. The Rum (pronounced “room”) are the Greek Orthodox Christians living within the Byzantine Empire in Anatolia (present-day Turkey). Their central political and religious authority is located in the capital city of Constantinople.

			3. The name here rendered as “Emperor Leo” is malak Lawun, “King Lawun” in the Arabic text. The Leonid dynasty ruled from 457 to 518, but the narrator probably did not choose this name in the interest of historical accuracy.

			4. This tale of the building and naming of the city of Malatya is not necessarily historically accurate. Today Malatya is a city in eastern Turkey, the capital of the Malatya province, and is renowned for its apricots. It has been inhabited for thousands of years. The center of the city shifted twice, once during the Byzantine period, and again in the nineteenth century. The city site from the Byzantine period is also called Battal Gazi, named for an epic hero, styled on the historical eighth-century Umayyad leader ʿAbdullah Al-Battal (who appears later in this book).

			5. Amida (Arabic Āmid): An ancient city in Mesopotamia, built along the Tigris River. Present-day Diyarbakir, Turkey.

			6. Nusaybin (Arabic Nuṣaybīn): A town northwest of Aleppo. Present-day Turkey.

			7. Qatif spears (Arabic al-ramah al-khattiyya): Spears made in Qatif, Saudi Arabia. Historically renowned as the most famous spears among Arabs.

			8. Lyons, The Arabian Epic, 3:323 translates zayt, “oil,” here as “naptha,” a flammable oil. The Arabic word just means “oil,” but it becomes clear that this oil is most notable for its flammable qualities.

			9. Furusiyya, which I have reduced here to “competence,” I interpret in this context to include all of the following: a) chivalry, a sense of ethics and responsibility, b) equestrian skills and horse sense, c) martial arts and fighting skills, and d) battle strategy.

			TRIALS OF MOTHERHOOD

			1. Maqānibī, Sīrat al-amīra Dhāt al-Himma . . . , 1:586–626.

			2. I am indebted here to Rachel Schine, who translated four lines of this poem in her article, “Conceiving the Pre-Modern Black-Arab Hero,” 313. She has also written about the conflation of Blackness and servility in premodern Arabic literature (see Introduction for more details).

			3. Himma: ambition, resolve, perseverance, valor.

			4. I relied on Rachel Schine’s article for the term physiognomists. The original text offers no explanation of their role. Physiognomy, the art/science of discerning character from facial features, was common at the time. See Schine, “Conceiving the Pre-Modern Black-Arab Hero,” 316, for a more literal translation of their judgment, considered within its sociohistorical context. Schine discusses the pseudoscientific idea, common in many cultures of the time, that sexual fantasies or psycho-emotional fixations during intercourse could “imprint,” “impressing a birthmark or defect on a child.” Schine, “Conceiving the Pre-Modern Black-Arab Hero,” 318.

			5. Schine suggests in her article that this sentence could be read as “certain thoughts entered his head, and they changed his son’s coloring” (during the sexual act). I have opted for the alternative—that suspicions entered his head because of his son’s coloring. Both readings are interesting, and the ambiguity may reflect different versions in oral accounts, but I have retained the safer reading here.

			6. In these translations of Jaʿfar’s explanations, I have referenced Schine’s more literal translations from this passage, available on pages 321–22 of her article “Conceiving the Pre-Modern Black-Arab Hero.”

			SWITCHING SIDES

			1. Maqānibī, Sīrat al-amīra Dhāt al-Himma . . . , 1:627–54.

			2. “Wear the belt” (Arabic Shidd al-zunnar) refers to a belt or sash worn by Christians and is a euphemism for becoming a Christian. From the Greek word zonarium, adopted into Arabic, it originates from the belt (also called a cincture) worn by priests and monks in Orthodox Christian communities. In literatures of Muslim-majority populations, it became a symbol for denial of Muslim beliefs.

			3. “Wear the belt”: See previous note.

			4. The Arabic reads malik al-burghul, “king of Portugal,” following the interpretation of Remke Kruk (personal communication) and Malcolm Lyons (Lyons, The Arabian Epic, 3:326).

			5. I have used the word scriptures for simplicity, but the Arabic is injil, a term related to the Greek word evangel, meaning “Gospel.” The Arabic word appears in the Quran, and it is still debated whether it refers to a known text or set of texts, and whether they are included in any of the standardized Christian versions of the Bible.

			LIKE MOTHER, LIKE SON

			1. Maqānibī, Sīrat al-amīra Dhāt al-Himma . . . , 1:654–59.

			2. Ghadanfar: A mature, large adult male lion. The word is also used to describe men who are muscular and rough.

			THE STORY OF NURA

			1. Maqānibī, Sīrat al-amīra Dhāt al-Himma . . . , 2:245–71. Corresponds to Lyons, The Arabian Epic, 3:345 (beginning at part 46). This section translated in consultation with Remke Kruk’s article “The Bold and the Beautiful.” See page 102 for a helpful explanation of the context of this episode.

			2. Arabic: wa-kanat hadhihi al-malika Nura tahwa l-nisẚ wa-tabghad al-rijal—“this princess Nura loved women, and hated men.” The text here suggests that Nura’s fellow maidens were more than mere companions. It seems that Nura has a personal history of at least romantic or sexual inclination toward women, and perhaps one or more romantic and/or sexual relationships with women. (The word malika can mean “queen,” but in this context, she is the daughter of a current local king, so “princess” is more appropriate.)

			A FINAL ADVENTURE

			1. Maqānibī, Sīrat al-amīra Dhāt al-Himma . . . , 7:947–1013.

			2. Quran 4:78a.

			3. Quran 3:159.

			4. Hippocrates of Kos (Arabic: Buqrat, died circa 370 BCE), also known as Hippocrates II, was an ancient Greek physician.

			5. Quran 16:90a.
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