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      Do you feel as though no one is listening? As if you don’t have the right words to make yourself heard, much less understood?

I want to remind you that God hears you. He understands your plight and has heard every heartfelt plea. Every whispered prayer. Every teary word. Even the ones you were too afraid or ashamed to say aloud.

God is inviting you to take your burdens to Him. Won’t you tell Him all your troubles, sweet friend?


    

    
      God Sees You
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  Preface



The story of Tamar, Amnon, and Absalom from 2 Samuel 13:1-39 inspired this novel. It’s one of the more poignant stories in scripture, and it has always fascinated me.

In the biblical account, Amnon cruelly violated his beautiful half-sister, Tamar, and then cast her out. While the names and setting in this novel are contemporary, Leilah’s journey reflects the profound challenges and questions raised by Tamar’s experience, including a non-consensual act of sexual violence.

The Bible details the devastating consequences for Amnon, Absalom, and David’s household, but it remains silent about what became of Tamar herself. I’ve always wondered: What happened to her after she went to live with Absalom? Was she able to thrive after Amnon did to her? 

The Bible doesn’t tell us, but I hope Tamar was a survivor, like Leilah in this novel.

That is one of the primary reasons I wrote this story. It is a reminder that we can survive terrible things and emerge stronger, more resilient, and faithful.

Like Leilah, you may have experienced hardships that have caused you to doubt God’s presence. I hope that, like her, you’ll come to realize that God walks beside you through your pain and can use even the hardest things in our lives for good.

Keep the faith, sweet friend. God will never leave you nor forsake you.




Aminata




Content Warning

This story addresses sexual assault and emotional trauma. Though not graphically described, the scenes may be painful for some readers. Through it all, Leilah’s journey points toward resilience, healing, and God’s presence, even in silence.
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Leilah Amira Iqbal rushed on slippered feet through the long hall leading to the king’s living quarters, her trusted companion beside her.

Normally, she would have smiled or exchanged brief conversations with the servants who curtsied as she scurried past, but not today. His Majesty did not like to be kept waiting.

“When was the last time King Daud summoned you?” Ifza whispered, tension tightening her voice.

Leilah glanced at the diamond-encrusted watch that encircled her wrist as the memory surfaced.

“Four years ago, on my twenty-first birthday.”

He’d gifted her the watch with her name engraved in Arabic.

She paused before the oak brocade door to catch her breath. She couldn’t appear before the king while gasping for breath. It wouldn’t be proper.

“I will wait for you here.” Ifza stopped at the wall outside the king’s chambers.

“Thank you.” Leilah checked her watch. One minute to spare.

Nodding to the muscular man who stood at the door, she stepped inside when he pushed it open.

She swept into a deep curtsy as the door shut behind her, keeping her eyes averted.

“Amira.” Her father’s booming voice was jovial as he approached her, arms outstretched.

She straightened to accept his embrace. “Father.”

Leilah drew herself up to her full height of five feet eight inches, but he towered over her by at least seven inches. His daily regimen with his trainer kept him muscled and trim. His hair and beard were mostly gray and neatly trimmed.

She peered around the room. The decor had changed since her last visit, a consequence of Faiza, his current wife’s, influence.

Rich, patterned fabric, reminiscent of an antique English palace interior, draped the heavy mahogany furnishings. Chances are, that was the decorator’s inspiration.

The scent of spiced incense lingered in the air, mingling with the chill from the marble floors.

“Your brother has requested your assistance.”

“Brother?”

Daud had been married and divorced several times and had many children. Leilah had lost track of the number of siblings, as he also often adopted his spouse’s children.

“Hussein.”

Leilah shuddered. Daud gestured to her.

“What is this? Why do you react this way when I tell you your brother needs your help?”

Hashem Hussein Saad was her stepbrother. Ex-stepbrother. The king had divorced Hussein’s mother and married two—no, three—other women since then. But Leilah wouldn’t argue, especially since she wasn’t sure why the king continued to support Hussein.

She glanced at him before lowering her eyes. How much could she admit? King Daud was her father, but also her liege. He expected and commanded her obedience. She offered a portion of the truth.

“I dislike the way he looks at me.”

“He looks at you the way a man looks at a woman. And why wouldn’t he?” Daud guffawed. “You’re a beautiful woman, and he is a healthy, virile man.”

She tucked her fingers into the fold of her jalabiya, hiding the trembling digits. Judging from the tone of his voice, refusal was not an option.

“How may I assist Hussein?” She would not call him brother.

“He is ill and has requested that you prepare a meal and feed it to him in his private quarters.”

She gasped. She never entered her brothers’ private quarters, not even Wasim, who was a full-blood sibling.

“He is your brother, and this is his request.” The hardness in the king’s gray eyes had her dipping into a curtsy, though her heart pounded in her chest.

No. Her father could not ask her to do this. Yet he had ordered her to serve Hussein in his rooms, although it went against protocol, and after she expressed how uncomfortable she was in the man’s presence.

“Yes, Your Majesty.” She refused to acknowledge him as her parent since it was obvious that he had given her a command as her king.

“What would you like me to serve him?”

Daud waved a hand. “Do not concern yourself with that. The chef is preparing his favorite meal. Get dressed. He is expecting you within the hour.”

Leilah glanced down at her bronze jalabiya, the same color her mother used to say enhanced her complexion. Safiya Amna died a month after Leilah’s ninth birthday while giving birth to her sister, Sahra Djamila. Leilah wore the garment almost exclusively to honor her mother’s memory.

Why should she change her attire because an ex-stepbrother had convinced the king to have her act as a nurse?

It was completely against protocol. The royal physician was more than capable of tending to any ailment. Why not send him to Hussein’s chamber?

“You will wear the colors of our family, the dress that identifies you as a daughter of Daud.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

On their twelfth birthday, Daud’s daughters received a patterned jalabiya. The purple, blue, and green were her family’s colors. Gold threaded through the garment, accentuating its colors. The garment identified her as a virgin daughter of King Daud and was replaced as necessary.

He waved a hand. “Dismissed.”

She curtsied and exited the room, her shoulders squared as her stomach fluttered. She rested a palm against it to quell her nerves and inhaled.

Everything would be fine. There would be at least three servants in the room. She’d ask her companion, Ifza, to accompany her. Ifza doubled as a bodyguard and had a black belt in karate. Everything would be fine.

* * *

Leilah inspected herself in the mirror. Ifza had plaited her hair into two braids, which she fashioned into a crown around Leilah’s head. Gold sandals peeked through the folds of her jalabiya. She met Ifza’s gaze in the mirror.

“You will not leave me alone with him?”

“No, Your Highness.”

Leilah grinned at Ifza. “You know you can call me Amira when we are alone.”

“No, Your Highness.”

It had become something of a game between them. The Royal Guard assigned Ifza to Leilah the previous year, and she had been trying to convince her to call her by her first name as they were close in age.

Ifza laid a hand on Leilah’s shoulder. “I will be with you every step of the way.”

There was a knock at the door, and Ifza moved to open it. An attendant from the kitchen stood outside with a rolling tray laden with platters. Leilah sauntered up to her.

“Hello, Eman. Thanks for bringing this up for me.”

“Of course, Your Highness.” The young woman curtsied. “It is an honor to serve you.”

The three women started for Hussein’s suite. Leilah aligned her pace with Eman’s. “How is your Ommi?”

The attendant smiled. “She is much better, thank you. The cream you made for her eczema works wonderfully. If we could convince her to avoid dairy, we would not have to worry about flares.”

Leilah laughed. Her mom had taught her to create tinctures and creams for healing and beauty. She made most of her products using essential oils and natural ingredients.

“I am glad it helped her. And since I have shown you how to make it, you can always prepare another batch.”

Leilah slowed as she neared Hussein’s rooms. The sense of foreboding was so strong it felt like a physical force pressing down on her. Ifza touched two fingers to Leilah’s wrist, and she relaxed. She was not alone. The door to his suite swung open at her approach, and she entered behind Eman.

Dark, heavy furnishings filled the sitting room, reminding Leilah of the king’s quarters. The drawn curtains and dim lighting added to the gloom. A male attendant greeted her with a shallow bow.

“Your Highness.”

She detected a sneer in his voice, but ignored it. It must be her imagination. A servant of the palace would not dare to disrespect Daud’s daughter.

“Evening.” She was unfamiliar with the staff who worked for Hussein, but smiled at the man built like a brick sculpture. “Where is Hussein?”

“Your brother is in his bedroom.”

She would roll her eyes, but years of diplomacy training held her back. She wished people would stop referring to him as her brother.

“He has requested that you serve him there.”

Leilah swallowed a gasp and glanced at Ifza, her internal alarms blaring. Had the king known about this? Why would he agree to her entering Hussein’s bedroom? Ifza drifted closer to Leilah.

“Please bring the trolley into the bedroom, Eman.”

Did they hear the slight wobble in her voice?

Eman stared at her with widened eyes. The young woman had worked at the palace long enough to be familiar with its customs.

“It will be fine. The king has commanded me to serve his son while he is ill.”

Eman pushed the trolley into the room, which was darker than the sitting room. A chill hung in the air, raising goosebumps on Leilah’s skin. There was no scent of illness. Only dust and the heavy musk of cologne—too much cologne.

“Hussein? His Majesty said you wanted to see me.”

“Amira.” His voice was so weak she could barely hear him.

“Is it okay if we open the drapes?” She moved to the window.

“No.” He covered his eyes and forehead. “My head. It hurts. Can you come closer? Help me sit up?”

Leilah swallowed hard, edging toward the bed. She leaned over Hussein to assist him. He slumped against the backboard, his head lolling.

“Hungry.”

Eman handed her a bowl of lablabi, her eyes wide. “Sayyida, the law forbids it.”

“Thanks, Eman.” Leilah smiled at the young girl, hoping her apprehension didn’t show. “You may return to the kitchens. I know you are busy.”

The young woman curtsied, glancing at the hulking man who stood beside the door. Instead of brushing past him, Eman rushed to the corner of the room, sliding open the panel to the hidden passageway and disappearing through it. 

Leilah tracked her path with her eyes, frowning at Hussein’s companion standing inside the door, arms folded.

Was he a bodyguard? She almost snorted. Was Hussein expecting her to put up a fight? While only an inch taller than her, he was more than twice her weight, all muscle.

She turned back to her patient, scooped up a spoonful of the soup, and brought it to his mouth. He turned his head at the last second.

“No. I do not want them to see me this way.” Hussein glared at Ifza. “Leave the room.”

“My lord, but I cannot.” Ifza met his eyes. “The king’s law forbids it.”

Leilah backed away from the bed, but Hussein grabbed her, his fingers circling her wrist like steel bands. He nodded to his guard, who grasped Ifza and hauled her from the room.

Leilah glared at Hussein. “What are you doing?”

Hussein bounded out of bed and hauled her close, his breath hot on her face.

“I want you, my pretty Amira, and I intend to have you.”

She shook her head. This could not be happening. Not to her. She was a princess.

“No.” She kept her voice low and smooth, though she wanted to scream and claw at him. “Speak to His Majesty. I’m sure he would arrange for us to be married.”

Or not. The thought of being bound to Hussein for the rest of her life sickened her, but it was better than the alternative.

“That is not how this works.” He narrowed cold eyes at her. “You will do exactly as I say, or I’ll do the same to your little sister, the lovely Djamila.” He flung her on the bed and pinned her with his body.

Clapping one hand over her mouth, he forced her down with the other, ignoring her muffled cries.

Leilah closed her eyes and tried to disappear—to lose herself in the memory of strolling through a field of lavender. Her mother used to tell her stories from the Bible about how God always protected His people. She must not be one of His if He allowed this to happen to her.

Tears trickled from the corners of her eyes. She lay still. If she didn’t fight him, maybe it would end sooner. When he finally rolled away, his contempt clung to her like a second skin.

“Get out.” He spoke through gritted teeth, pushing her when she didn’t move.

She turned to him and spoke, her throat swollen with unshed tears.

“This is worse than what you have already done. Speak to the king. It is not too late for us to marry.”

The horror of being Hussein’s wife was less than the shame of what he had done to her.

He sneered. “Why would I marry you? I have already gotten what I wanted.” He heaved himself up and shoved her onto the floor. “Get out. I never want to see your face again.”

She pulled herself up and stumbled on shaky legs through the door, pulse thudding in her ears. Exiting Hussein’s chambers, she ripped her jalabiya from neck to hem. She was no longer worthy of wearing the garment.

At the end of the hall, she paused. Where was she supposed to go? What would she do? She pressed a trembling hand over her mouth to muffle her sobs.

“Your Highness.”

Ifza rushed to her, with Wasim close behind. Jubair Wasim, her mother’s firstborn, placed both hands on her arms. He bent his knees to peer into her eyes.

“What did Hussein do?”

“He…” She couldn’t bear to utter the word. “He took from me what did not belong to him.”

She swayed as the weight of Hussein’s actions settled on her shoulders.

Ifza’s eyes filled with tears. “Your Highness, I have failed you.”

Leilah studied her companion. Ifza’s arms had bruises where Hussein’s guard had grabbed her. There was a purplish mark around her throat as if someone had grasped her neck and squeezed. Hanks of hair hung around her face. She looked away from the compassion and pain in the other woman’s eyes.

“You did what you could.”

How else would Wasim know where to find her? Her brother’s living quarters were far away from Hussein’s. He had no reason to be in this part of the palace, if not for Ifza’s actions.

“You will not speak of this to anyone,” Wasim spoke through gritted teeth. “I will take care of Hussein.”

Take care of Hussein? Who would care for her?

“Come.” Wasim tucked Leilah against his side and led her away. But his warmth couldn’t stop the chill that had taken root inside her.
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“Why is Amira staying in your rooms?” King Daud’s voice shattered the heavy silence with cold, commanding authority.

Leilah didn’t move. She lay curled on the lounge chair, eyes locked on the pattern on the rug, but her thoughts drifted beyond the room, distant and hollow. Her father’s voice was loud—sharper than usual—but she didn’t have the strength to care.

“She is under my protection.” Wasim’s tone was clipped. Formal.

She lifted her gaze. Her brother stood at the door, blocking the king’s path.

“I forbid it. A woman does not enter a man’s room unless she is his wife or mother. The only exception is the staff, and they cannot sleep there.”

“Amira is my sister. She will stay with me.”

“No.” King Daud forced his way into the room with a rustle of silk and the scuff of his sandals against tiles. “I will not allow you to break the rules.”

“If you had enforced that rule before you sent her into Hussein’s chambers, we would not be having this conversation.”

The door shut with a dull thud.

Leilah pressed her back deeper into the cushions, trying not to react, but her stomach knotted.

“What are you saying?” The king moved deeper into the room.

“That man violated my sister.”

Wasim kept his voice level, but the words struck her like a slap. The memory of Hussein’s breath on her neck clawed its way back.

“No.” The king strode closer. “He would not do that. He is my son. She is my daughter.”

Leilah’s hands curled into fists, fingernails biting into her palms. He didn’t understand.

“Amira and I are your children,” Wasim tapped his chest. “Hussein is the son of a woman you once married. You divorced her within a year. He is not one of us.”

“I do not believe you.” Her father straightened his black-and-white robe, his voice curt. “I will not.”

“You call her a liar?”

Wasim’s hand swept in her direction.

Leilah froze. Her brother played a dangerous game, challenging the king.

“You would take his word over hers?”

Their father didn’t answer.

“If you refuse to believe her, perhaps you will believe the word of Ifza.”

Wasim moved back and gestured. Leilah turned her head as Ifza entered.

She appeared smaller than usual. Her steps were steady, but her eyes didn’t lift.

“Show him your arms.”

Ifza rolled her sleeves. Dark blotches bloomed along her arms, fingerprints evident against her skin. Leilah’s gaze dropped. She couldn’t look at the bruises. Did she have similar marks on her body?

“Show him your neck.”

Ifza loosened the scarf and pulled it away, revealing mottled skin.

The king stared, then studied Wasim, neither of them speaking as the minutes ticked by.

“Hussein did this to her?”

“His man did,” Wasim ground out. “Because she would not leave the room when he demanded.”

“I was told you held a black belt. Was that an exaggeration?” King Daud’s tone held accusation.

“Please,” Wasim scoffed. “What is one woman against the brutes Hussein has guarding him?”

The king’s mouth moved, opened, then closed without a sound. 

Good. There was nothing he could say to make this right.

“What do you intend to do about it, Father?” Wasim tipped his chin. “Will you finally banish him from the palace?”

The king approached her, moving slowly, with Wasim behind him.

He reached for her.

She shifted away.

“Amira.”

He said her name, like it could fix something.

“Amira is dead.”

“My daughter.” He tried again. “Amira.”

“Do not call me that!” She jerked to her feet, the blanket sliding from her lap and pooling on the floor. “I told you I did not like the way he looked at me.”

Her finger shook as she pointed at him.

“This is your fault.”

The tears broke free, and she let them.

Arms wrapped around her, enfolding her in the familiar scent of sandalwood and spice. Her father. She let herself rest against him for a moment.

She wanted to hate him for not protecting her, but her anger was muted, wrapped in layers of fog, a distant emotion she couldn’t access. 

Was it his fault, or would blaming him only break her further?

Yes, he had broken the rules by sending her into Hussein’s chambers. But wasn’t Hussein responsible for his own choices?

How could she blame the man who tried, however imperfectly, to blend his wife’s son into the family?

It didn’t matter who was at fault. Her life was ruined.

She eased back, breath trapped in her lungs.

“Am…” her father drew in a breath. “How can I fix this?”

“Imprison Hussein.”

He flinched. “I cannot do that.”

“You are the king of Jazirat Aljana. You can do anything you want.”

“Not that. Hussein is my son.”

“Hussein is not of your blood! I am your daughter.” Her voice cracked. “Choose me instead of the crown.”

He stood there, immobile.

She waited, watching him, eyes pleading with him to be the father she needed.

He didn’t say a word.

A chill crept over her until she began trembling. He wouldn’t defend her.

Once again, her father had chosen Hussein over her, and she didn’t know if she could forgive him.

“I’d like to be alone.”

She didn’t wait for a response, just turned and shuffled to the room that Wasim had given her. Closed the door. Locked it.

This would be the last time she let him choose.

* * *

The air hung over her like a weight. Each breath took laborious effort. She crossed to the bed, perched on the edge, then crawled under the covers without untying her sash or removing her shoes. 

The sheets were cool and crisp against her skin, but somehow unfamiliar. The sharp, spicy aroma of cinnamon curled in the air, but it only deepened her nausea.

Everything was heavy. The pillows. The silence. Her limbs.

If she stayed still, maybe she’d vanish into the sheets and shadows.

The footsteps and knocks were unwelcome. She didn’t answer, wishing the visitor would go away.

Ifza entered, balancing a tray in her hands. She set it down on the nightstand. “You need to eat.”

Lentils, dates, and flatbread with honey. Things she used to love.

But now, the honey’s sweetness turned sour in her nose, its scent making her gag.

Leilah rolled away.

“I am not hungry.”

The truth was worse. She didn’t want to care for the body that had created her problem. Not after it had been touched like that. Gawked at like that. She’d scrubbed until the skin peeled, but the memory didn’t fade.

“You will make yourself ill.”

That was the point.

The first day, she’d bathed until the water went cold. The second, she’d refused to change clothes. Now she hadn’t left the room for three days. Or was it four?

No one said it out loud, but everyone knew. Servants weren’t blind. And Wasim wouldn’t have put her in his private wing unless there was something amiss.

She left the tray untouched.

“You must get up,” Ifza insisted. “Sit in the sun. Feel the breeze on your skin.”

“I do not wish to be seen.” Her voice broke, and she swallowed the sob down.

How could she live in a world where Hussein could do as he pleased? Where her father and brother acted as if nothing was wrong? No, it was better to disappear. To stop fighting. To die.

“There is nothing to be ashamed of.”

Leilah rested her forehead on the pillow. “That is what they will say, but they will be insincere. People talk. We have seen what happens after.”

She didn’t mention names. Didn’t have to.

Women didn’t recover from something like this. Not really. Those who survived were never the same afterward. Everyone pretended to ignore the shame, but it left a mark.

“There is a group from Saturn Island touring the palace.”

Normally, she would have been there to meet them, eager to hear about the visitors’ experiences.

“I am not going back out there.”

“Your Highness.” Ifza hesitated before she spoke. “Djamila asked for you.”

Her heart stuttered.

She couldn’t think about her sister. Hadn’t allowed herself to relive the memories of a carefree life with Djamila’s laughter, the way she loved to sneak into Leilah’s room and fall asleep in her bed… 

Had it only been a few days ago? Those memories belonged to someone else.

“I do not want her to know.”

“She worries.”

“Tell her not to.”

She was a child. Let her believe the palace was filled with marble and light. Let her believe that being a princess meant something. Let her think their father could fix everything.

“I am weary.”

Ifza didn’t argue. She lingered for a moment longer, then stepped away.

Leilah kept her eyes shut, slowing her breath until it passed for sleep. When the door closed, she continued the facade, aware of Wasim’s servant stationed in the corner. Always there. Watching.

The food stayed where it was. The bruises hurt. Nothing had changed.

But something had to. She couldn’t keep lying here, waiting to disappear.

There had to be something she could do—some action to take, even if no one else would fight for her.
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Quincy Jordan stood near the French doors of the presidential suite, his eyes constantly on the move.

It was more habit than need. He wasn’t expecting trouble—Xanodus’s crew didn’t exactly scream “high-threat”—but this was the job, and Quincy took nothing for granted. He shifted further into the room.

The sun in Jazirat Aljana burned differently than in Saturn Island. Higher, hotter, relentless in its intensity. Even inside, the heat clawed through the glass, clinging to his skin when he stood too close. He wiped a bead of sweat from his brow.

He glanced at Kara, curled on the sofa, her olive skin slick with sweat and a shade too pale. The tightness around her mouth was unnatural. She was usually smiling and pleasant, but now she looked pinched and uncomfortable.

“Mrs. Headley?” Quincy strode toward her, keeping his voice low. “You alright?”

Kara blinked at him, unfocused, as if she wasn’t sure who he was. Then her body swayed, listing to the side.

He moved fast, gently lowering her onto the couch before checking her pulse. It was shallow, and her brow was damp despite the AC humming overhead.

She murmured something, “Too hot,” or “It hurts.” He couldn’t tell. He touched her neck, flinching at the heat radiating off her skin.

He dashed to the bathroom, emerging with a damp rag.

Lord, please guide my hands.

This trip was supposed to be a coup for the Christian rock star. The last thing he needed was news that his wife had died.

Quincy blotted the moisture from her face, the cloth soon warming in his hand, then dialed the local emergency contact. No answer—only an impersonal recording in both Arabic and English.

This was not what he needed.

He dialed Zane’s number instead.

The singer was having lunch with the royal family, where he and Kara should have been. But she had claimed lightheadedness after the palace tour, and Quincy had volunteered to stay with her.

Zane picked up on the first ring. “Yes?”

“She’s getting worse.”

“I’m on my way.” Zane didn’t hesitate. 

“Bring help with you. I can’t get through to anyone.” Quincy knelt beside Kara. “Help’s coming, okay? Stay with me.”

But Quincy had another source of help. So he waited, and prayed, trusting in his heavenly Father to do what the local authorities couldn’t.

The door to the suite opened, and Zane, Xanodus to the world, stepped in, a royal pass clipped to his silk shirt. Zane’s shirt rustled as he rushed past, the faint scent of citrus cologne trailing behind him.

The musician dropped to Kara’s side with no care for the gleaming guitar case that Quincy knew cost at least a year’s salary.

“What happened?”

“She collapsed. I think it was a combination of heat and possibly something she ate.”

Quincy stood, letting Zane take the space beside his wife. “I’ve been trying to bring
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