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Opening / Introduction
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IN THE NIGHTS OF THE Merja, where the river meets the darkness, people still whisper her name with caution—as if pronouncing it might awaken something sleeping in the depths of the water.

Aicha bint al-Zahra was once a woman of flesh and blood: daughter of exiled Granadans, wife of a resistance fighter, a mother who would never bear a child to carry on her name. But the Portuguese took everything from her: her husband was killed before her eyes, her family scattered, her dignity buried beneath the ashes of the fortresses they built along the coast. So she turned the beauty she inherited from her mother into a weapon, and the rage that ignited in her heart into a fire that never died.

Under the moonlight, near the banks of the Sebou, she began to appear: a white dress fluttering like the wing of a night bird, long black hair cascading like a moonless night, and green eyes carrying a promise of pleasure... and a threat of death. They say she sang sad Andalusian songs, drawing men—Portuguese soldiers, lost peasants, curious youths—until they followed her into the marsh. There, beauty transformed: her feet revealed hooves, her smile became lethal, and her breath stole the mind before the soul.

But is she truly a flesh-eating jinn? Or is she the spirit of a wronged woman who became greater than her body—an enduring legend avenging every reminder of the humiliation she endured?

In this novel, we return to the beginning: before she became "Qandisha," before children feared her and adults warned against her, Aicha was... simply a woman who refused to die in silence.

And the river still flows.

The song... may begin at any moment.
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Chapter 1: Exile from Granada
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The cold winds of that January night in 1492 carried the smell of smoke and ash. Smoke from fires that had not yet died in the alleys of Granada, and smoke from dreams that had been extinguished forever.

In a small house near Bab al-Ramla, Aicha bint al-Zahra, twelve years old, sat on the damp floor, clutching an old cloth doll to her chest—a doll her mother had made from scraps of an Andalusian silk dress.

Her father, Abu Bakr ibn Yahya, stood by the broken window, gazing at a sky that looked like the ceiling of a burning palace. He was a man in his forties, with a thick black beard and eyes carrying sorrow deeper than the Mediterranean Sea. Just days earlier he had been known as Faqih Abu Bakr, teaching Quran and jurisprudence in a small school near the Zaytoun Mosque. Now he was merely another "Morisco," one of thousands who had signed the capitulation document—or died before they could sign it.

"My daughter," he whispered, turning toward her, "the time has come. The ships are waiting at the harbor."

Aicha raised her head. Her long black hair was disheveled, and her green eyes—inherited from her Granadan mother—were filled with questions that found no answers.

"Where will we go, Father?"

"To Morocco. To the true land of Islam, where no one is forced to utter words of disbelief."

Her mother, al-Zahra, had died two years earlier in an epidemic that swept the city during the siege by the Catholic Monarchs. She left behind a silver bracelet engraved with Ayat al-Kursi, and the scent of jasmine that still lived in Aicha's memory. Now the girl carried the bracelet in her pocket, as if it were the only thing connecting her to a past that no longer existed.

They left in the darkness—a small group of family and neighbors: her uncle Abd al-Rahman, his wife, their three children, and two widowed women who had nothing left but hope of crossing the sea. The path to the harbor was filled with shadows cast by Christian soldiers patrolling the streets, searching for anyone hiding a book, a Quran, or even a secret prayer.

At the harbor, the ship named Al-Nur—an ironic name under the circumstances—waited for them. It was an old merchant vessel, loaded with more human beings than cargo. The smell of sweat, fear, and salt filled the air. Abu Bakr paid the last of their dirhams to the captain, another Andalusian who had fled months earlier, and then helped Aicha climb aboard.

She sat on the deck, hugging her knees to her chest. She looked at Granada one last time: the towers of the Alhambra looming on the horizon under moonlight, like the corpse of a dead king. She heard a child crying somewhere, a woman murmuring broken prayers. Then the ship began to move—slowly at first, then faster—until the sea swallowed it.

The journey lasted days. Storms struck the vessel twice, and three people died of hunger and sickness. Abu Bakr read the Quran to them at night, his resonant voice covering the sound of the waves. Aicha listened, memorizing the verses, remembering how her father always said: "The Book remains even if cities burn."

They finally reached the Moroccan coast near the city of Asilah. The land looked different: golden sands, distant mountains, and the scent of wild herbs she had never known before. They stumbled as they disembarked, their feet sinking into the wet sand. Some local farmers received them with a mixture of compassion and caution. "The Moriscos," they called them, "the people of Andalusia who fled."

They first settled in a small village near the Sebou River. The villagers gave them a modest plot of land and some seeds. Abu Bakr began working in the fields and secretly teaching children to read. Aicha grew quickly. By the age of fifteen she had become a tall young woman, her skin white as milk, her black hair shining down to her waist, and her eyes carrying a gleam that mixed sorrow and strength.

One night, her father sat beside her under a fig tree.

"Aicha," he said, "the beauty you inherited from your mother is a dangerous weapon. In this new land it may protect you, or it may destroy you. Never forget: we are here because we refused humiliation. Do not accept humiliation yourself."

She did not fully understand his words at the time. But she kept them in her heart, just as she had memorized Ayat al-Kursi.

Years passed. Abu Bakr married a kind Moroccan woman named Fatima, who bore him two sons. Aicha loved them as brothers, yet she still felt an inner exile. She dreamed of Granada every night: narrow alleys, the scent of jasmine, the call to prayer from the Alhambra mosque. And in her dreams she saw fire consuming the city, and herself standing in the middle of it, unafraid.

Then came the news that turned everything upside down.

Around 1505 the Portuguese began occupying the Moroccan coast. First Safi, then Azemmour, then Mazagan (El Jadida). They built fortresses, imposed tribute, and seized land. In their small village near the Sebou, rumors began to spread: "The Christians are coming. They will take everything."

Abu Bakr joined a small local resistance group. They attacked Portuguese caravans at night, stealing weapons and supplies. Aicha helped secretly: preparing food for the fighters, mending torn clothes, and listening to their stories.

One night her father returned wounded. A Portuguese lance had struck his shoulder. She sat beside him, washing the wound with boiled water and herbs.

"My daughter," he whispered through the pain, "if I die, do not cry. Martyrdom is better than living under humiliation."

He did not die. But he was never the same again. The wound weakened his body, yet it ignited a fire in Aicha that would never be extinguished.

It was during this period that she met Hassan al-Rifi. He was a young man from a Rif tribe, arriving with a group of mujahideen to aid the coastal people. Tall, broad-shouldered, with a dark beard and eyes that carried determination. The first time he saw her, he stopped speaking for a moment. Then he said: "You are not from here. Your eyes carry another sea."

Aicha smiled for the first time in years. "The sea of Granada. Have you heard of it?"

"I have heard. And I will fight until we return to it one day."

They married a few months later. The wedding was simple: a handful of dates and bread, and a recitation of Al-Fatiha by the village sheikh. But in Aicha's eyes there was a promise: no one would take from her what little remained.

She did not yet know that fate would take Hassan too—and would transform her from a woman into a legend.
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Chapter 2 : A Village on the Banks of the Sebou
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THE SEBOU RIVER FLOWED like a lifeline through the body of the Moroccan land. Its dark green waters, laden with silt from distant mountains, irrigated fields, palm groves, and souls alike. The village where Aicha's family settled was small—no more than a hundred mud houses scattered along both banks of the river like a frightened flock drinking from a single hand. The locals called it "the Merja," because during the rainy season small marshes formed around the river, turning the earth into a liquid mirror reflecting the sky and its secrets.

In the first years after their arrival, Aicha hated the river. It reminded her of the sea that had carried them away from Granada, of the waves that swallowed the cries of the exiles, of the death that had nearly taken her father twice. She would sit on the bank at sunset, dipping her feet into the cold water, asking herself: Would this new land ever become a homeland, or would it remain just another stop on the road of exile?

Abu Bakr, after recovering from the wound he had sustained, became an unofficial teacher for the village children. He gathered the boys under a large olive tree, secretly teaching them Arabic letters, fearing the word would reach the Portuguese authorities who were beginning to extend their reach inland. "The Book is not burned unless you forget it," he would tell them, his gaze often falling on Aicha, who sat at a distance reading a small Quran she
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