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      This novel is written in English and has been thoroughly checked. There are no typos or presumed misspellings. Please bear in mind that it is written in UK English (not in US English).

      Thank you,

      JB.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note about the name Avicenna

          

        

      

    

    
      Avicenna is a Latin corruption of the Arabic patronym Ibn Sīnā, meaning Son of Sina. However, Avicenna was not the son but the great-great-grandson of a man named Sina. His formal Arabic name was Abū ʿAlī al-Ḥusayn bin ʿAbdallāh bin Alī bin Sīnā al-Balkhī al-Bukhārī bin al-Hasan.

      Finally, The Sultan’s Physician is a novel and, as such, does not claim to cover all of Avicenna’s writings, nor to follow his exact movements and chronology. However, the author has broadly traced the great man’s life and can only recommend the extensive historical research of many scholars. These works are too numerous to list here. My brief epilogue could be hugely expanded to pay full credit to Avicenna’s achievements and intellect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Long before he became Ibn Sīnā—physician, philosopher, and the man whose name, Avicenna, would echo across centuries—he was simply Husayn, a quiet child wandering barefoot beneath the apricot trees of Afshana.

      At dawn, when the sky was still soft and colourless, he slipped out of the house with the stealth of someone who had learnt not to wake adults. The orchard was his kingdom: rows of apricot and mulberry trees, the earth cool beneath his feet, the air humming with the first stirrings of insects. Other children his age filled the village lanes with shouts and dust, but Husayn preferred the stillness of mornings, where sound travelled differently—gentler, as though the world were speaking only to him.

      He crouched near a mulberry tree, turning over a cicada shell that glimmered like fragile amber.

      “Why does it leave its skin behind?” he once asked his mother. She had smiled, smoothing his hair. “So it can grow into what God intends.”

      The answer lodged itself inside him more deeply than she knew.

      But on the morning that would change everything, he heard something new. A whisper—not quite a voice, not wind, not imagination. It brushed past him like meaning without language, something felt rather than heard. He held still, breath caught in his chest. His small heart raced, not with fear but with recognition, as though some part of him had been waiting.

      When the whisper did not return, he closed his hands as if cupping it, then rose and walked back towards the house. The world around him felt subtly altered, its edges sharper, its silence deeper.

      He did not yet know that he had begun listening to the first threads of a destiny the world would later call genius.
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      His father’s study was forbidden.

      Abdullah ibn Sīnā was a respected tax collector serving the Samanids, a man of meticulous habits and stern expectations. His ledgers, letters, and transcriptions occupied a single room that he kept locked. “No children inside,” he had warned. “Everything there has its order. Sacred things included.”

      Husayn obeyed—mostly. The room carried the smell of parchment and ink, a solemn, almost holy scent that clung to the doorframe. To a boy with a mind like a tinderbox, it was irresistible.

      And one quiet afternoon shortly after his seventh birthday, the lock failed.

      He discovered it while chasing a stray cat across the courtyard. The animal darted into the hallway and nudged the study door, which swung inward with a soft creak. Husayn froze. The cat slipped inside; he followed with hesitant steps.

      Light pooled across the floorboards. Scrolls lay neatly arranged on a low table, the air thick with the scent of drying ink. But it was the stack of bound manuscripts beneath a protective cloth that drew him forward.

      He lifted the cloth.

      The Qur’an, copied by his father’s careful hand.

      Even with only the basic literacy taught in the village mosque, he recognised the flowing Arabic script. Reverence made him swallow; curiosity made him sit.

      He touched the page and the whisper returned. Not from the air this time but from the ink; from the patterns of meaning pressed into parchment.

      He leaned closer, heart pounding, and began to sound out the letters—slowly at first, halting, uncertain. Then with an increasing clarity that surprised even him.

      Minutes blurred into hours. The cat disappeared, the light faded, and only when his eyes began to strain did he cover the manuscripts and slip out, quietly clicking the door shut.

      That night he lay awake, the verses repeating themselves—not just as words but as shapes, rhythms, structures. They did not fade; instead, they settled. The next day, he returned.
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      For two years, Husayn entered the study in stolen intervals—when his father travelled to Bukhara, when his mother napped, when the servants were preoccupied with laundry or preparing meals. He read everything, often by candlelight or in the afternoon sun, with the intensity of a child clutching a treasure he barely understood.

      His progress was not ordinary. The first pages he read remained imprinted in his mind with perfect clarity, as if his memory were inked with an invisible script. He whispered verses in the orchard until he knew them rhythm for rhythm, breath for breath.

      By eight, he could recite entire surahs.

      By nine, he had committed the entire Qur’an to memory—the whole of what his father had copied. Yet he told no one.

      He did not think it necessary. The quietness of prodigy is that it often does not know itself to be prodigious.
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      It happened because of a miscalculation—his father’s, not his.

      Abdullah returned early from Bukhara, muttering curses about incompetent clerks and mistaken sums. Dust clung to his robe, irritation to his expression. He strode into the house and headed straight for his study, where he found Husayn.

      He had been rereading a passage he already knew by heart, tracing the curvature of each letter as one might revisit a familiar melody. The door flung open.

      Father and son stared at one another.

      Then Abdullah advanced, snatching the manuscript from Husayn’s hands. “You disobeyed me,” he said, voice sharp. “These are holy words. Not toys to be handled by a child.”

      “I didn’t treat them as toys,” Husayn whispered.

      “Then what were you doing?”

      Husayn lifted his eyes.

      And in a steady, unbroken voice, he recited.

      He recited from the page his father had just taken—then the next, and the next, and the next. Not stammering, not guessing. Perfectly.

      Abdullah’s anger dissolved like a sandcastle in a rising tide. He sank into a chair, staring in disbelief as the boy continued the recitation, his voice calm, almost luminous. When Husayn at last fell silent, Abdullah could only whisper:

      “How much of it do you know?”

      “All of it, Father,” the boy answered. “Everything you wrote.”

      A long silence followed. Then Abdullah stood, placed his hands gently on the child’s shoulders, and said in a trembling voice: “My son… this is not a common gift. This is a trust… a light.”
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      Within weeks, Abdullah sought scholars across Bukhara. The city—a centre of learning under the Samanids—was rich with jurists, grammarians, philosophers, and mathematicians. He brought them to his home one by one.

      The grammarian expected to teach the alphabet. Instead, he found himself conversing with a child who dissected sentence structures with uncanny precision. The logician presented riddles meant for advanced students. Husayn solved them before the man had finished explaining the premises. The jurist tested his memory, then sat back, shaken.

      Whispers spread. Some called the boy divinely touched. Others claimed he was simply unnaturally gifted. Whatever the truth, even the scholars understood they were witnessing something rare.

      But Husayn did not feel rare. He felt hungry. Every answer he received bred ten more questions. Knowledge was not something he collected; it was something that pulled him forward relentlessly, like a tide he could not resist.
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      One evening, after the last tutor had left and the house had grown quiet, Husayn returned to the orchard.

      The mulberry leaves trembled in the wind. The cicadas sang. The dusk light turned the world gold. He closed his eyes. And there it was again—the whisper, faint but unmistakable. Not a word, not even a sound, more like direction, or a beckoning.

      He understood, suddenly and fiercely, that the verses he had memorised were not an end. They were an opening—an invitation to a wider world of inquiry. A doorway into the great architecture of knowledge that stretched far beyond the village, beyond Bukhara, beyond anything he had yet touched. Suddenly, the orchard seemed to breathe with him.

      And the boy, not yet ten, who would one day become the philosopher-physician Avicenna, felt the first true stirrings of the path that would shape his life. He stepped forward, not into the orchard but into the world.
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            Bukhara, Persia – 986 AD

          

        

      

    

    
      The courtyard of the madrasa was still cool, still innocent, when the argument shattered it.

      Old Master Faraj struck the ground with his cane hard enough to snap a dry leaf in two.

      “Explain yourself,” he demanded, jabbing the cane towards the smallest figure in the circle. “Explain how you dare speak of impossibility. At your age.”

      Husayn ibn Abdullah—eleven years old—was like a young willow tree, bending but not breaking under pressure, his eyes sharp and unyielding like a freshly cut piece of obsidian. He did not cower. The other boys shifted uneasily around him, but he stood as though the air itself offered him a steadying hand. He kept his palms pressed together behind his back, fingernails digging into the delicate skin until it smarted. “It is not a matter of age,” he said. “It is a matter of proof.”

      A few students sucked in their breath. The master’s eyebrow rose—a dangerous twitch.

      Husayn knelt and carved a square swiftly into the dust. “If this side is one,” he said, “the diagonal is the square root of two. And the square root of two⁠—”

      Faraj’s cane smacked the stick out of Husayn’s hand.

      “You insolent child!”

      The courtyard fell silent except for the flutter of a pigeon above. Husayn’s cheeks coloured, but he held the master’s gaze, unblinking.

      “I do not mean insult,” he said softly. “Only truth.”

      Somewhere behind them, a door creaked. Husayn’s father stood in the shadows of the portico, arms crossed tightly over his chest. A scholar and tax collector, he understood the price of genius almost as well as he feared it.

      Master Faraj’s voice lowered, turning cold. “If you insist on humiliating your elders, Ibn Sīnā, then one day you will find none willing to teach you.”

      Husayn’s throat constricted, but he managed, “Then I will teach myself.”

      A ripple went through the students. What was this? A challenge, a prophecy, or a warning?

      Faraj spun on his heel and stormed off, robes flaring behind him. One by one, the students followed, casting terrified or admiring glances at the boy who had just defied a man three times his age.

      The courtyard emptied. Husayn remained kneeling beside the rough square in the dust.

      The sun broke over the domes of Bukhara, and for a moment its light caught in the boy’s eyes, revealing something sharp and restless—brilliance, yes, but also a strange, almost dangerous hunger.

      His father approached slowly. “You make life difficult,” he murmured.

      Husayn rose to his feet. “If they are wrong⁠—”

      “That does not matter,” his father snapped, louder than he intended. He lowered his voice. “This world does not bow to truth, Husayn. It bows to power.”

      “But knowledge is power.”

      “Not for a boy,” his father said, “surrounded by grown men with egos like fragile glass.”

      Husayn looked past him into the brightening courtyard. His jaw tightened. “Then I will learn how to walk among them without cutting myself.”

      His father gave a weary sigh, unsure whether the boy had understood the warning—or dismissed it.

      The bazaar roared with life as they passed through—hawkers shouting, camels bellowing, spices investing the air with fire and sweetness. His father navigated the chaos easily; Husayn trailed beside him, half-listening, half-dreaming. Every voice, every argument, every merchant’s complaint seemed to form patterns he could not help trying to disentangle.

      At home, the Ismaili missionaries had already arrived. They sat cross-legged in the receiving room, almond-sweet incense curling around them as they spoke of hidden imams, emanations of divine intellect, cosmic hierarchies invisible to the uninitiated.

      Husayn’s brother listened raptly. Their father nodded politely.

      Husayn felt an almost physical pressure building behind his teeth.

      Their reasoning twisted in upon itself, elegant but hollow. He could dismantle their entire doctrine in three questions—four at most.

      His father sensed it in him like a tremor before an earthquake.

      He placed a heavy hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Husayn. Not today!”

      The missionaries’ voices droned on. Husayn dug crescents into his palms with his fingernails. He had learnt many things already: arithmetic, logic, rhetoric, medicine—but not the art of silence.

      “Truth,” he whispered under his breath, “should not have to hide.”

      Much later, after the courtyard debate had faded and the echo of his inner challenge had been replaced by a momentary silence, Husayn ibn Abdullah returned home to find his father brooding at the kitchen table, a shadow perched stubbornly at his elbow. His mother appeared in the archway, quiet as linen drying in the breeze. Husayn set down his satchel and met his father’s gaze, the air taut with anticipation. There would be no punishment tonight; only a wary, exhausted peace.

      He ate his stew in silence, his spoon scraping the bowl with each hastier bite, until the house gradually emptied of noise and purpose. In that hush, while the rest of his world retreated into sleep, he stole away to his cramped study corner—no more than a shallow alcove behind the water jars, lined with precarious towers of books and manuscripts, the air warm and dense with the dust of a hundred arguments.

      He lit a stub of candle and cupped the flame until it burned steady, then lowered himself to the reed mat and tugged the battered geometry manuscript from beneath a heap of his own scribbles. The treatise was a family relic, passed from uncle to uncle and annotated with generations of disagreements: a palimpsest of ink and sweat, corners turned by hands both trembling and sure. He traced the crimson diagrams with one reverent finger, letting their lines reconfigure his thoughts until the day’s bitterness melted and the familiar excitement took root in his stomach.

      He lost himself quickly, as he always did. The world outside fell away—the neighbour’s dog yapping at the moon, his mother’s faint, regular cough in the sleeping room, the thud and mutter of distant night watchmen. There were only the cone of candlelight and the parade of figures marching across the parchment, impossibly elegant in their simplicity. Theorems that had knocked him breathless at first reading now yielded to his relentless curiosity. Sometimes, he argued aloud with their dead authors, picking at their logic, daring them to outwit him.

      Tonight, the proof that eluded him belonged to the mysterious Thābit ibn Qurra. Husayn mouthed the Arabic as he read, as if tasting the words could unlock their secret. He copied the diagrams onto a fresh sheet, then another, hands trembling as the lines spiralled into greater complexity. He tried the standard method, failed, and tried again, each time inventing a new approach.

      He lost track of time, his mind hot and spinning. The candle guttered low, then lower. At last, as the wick drowned itself in molten wax, Husayn blinked and saw it: an answer, so sharp-edged and clear that it left him dizzy. He reached for his quill, scribbled the insight into the margin, and watched as the old geometry yielded to his solution line by line. His heart beat thunder in his chest. His mouth stretched in a silent laugh.

      There was nobody to witness the moment. The rest of the house had long since drifted to sleep. But Husayn lingered in the glow, basking in the certainty that he had made something new. That he had been right to refuse impossibility, right to demand proof for everything, even from the wise and the unyielding.

      He stayed there until the last candle stub collapsed, until the night pressed close around him and the letters on the page blurred into one another. He did not sleep. He could not. The exhilaration of discovery felt like a fever, a private fire that rendered the prospect of rest both impossible and absurd.

      He sat cross-legged in the blue dark and reimagined the proof a hundred ways, turning it over, refining it, until each step had been tested, dismantled, and rebuilt. There was no difference between the echo of Master Faraj’s cane and the echo of a geometric axiom, between the brutality of a snapped twig and the abruptness of a solved riddle. Both were the voice of order, speaking into the world’s confusion.

      By the time the sunlight pried its way through the shutter slats, Husayn was still awake, hunched over the manuscript, his cheek pressed to a patch of dried ink.

      Beyond the window, the city of Bukhara slept.

      Inside, a boy who would one day be Avicenna did not sleep at all.
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            The Palace Library - Bukhara

          

        

      

    

    
      The palace of the Samanid Emir rose like a carved mountain of sandstone and turquoise, but the true treasure lay inside, hidden behind three sets of guarded doors. Husayn had heard stories: a library vast enough to get lost in, a collection envied by scholars from Khorasan to Baghdad.

      He had never imagined he would see it at eleven years old.

      Two soldiers escorted him and his father through the inner courtyard. Every step echoed. Every heartbeat felt too loud.

      At the end of the corridor stood the Chief Steward, frowning at the boy with thinly veiled scepticism.

      “This is the prodigy?” he asked.

      Husayn bowed deeply. “Yes, honoured sir.”

      The Steward snorted. “He looks as if a strong wind might topple him.”

      “Knowledge,” Husayn replied before his father could stop him, “is heavier than it appears.”

      The Steward blinked. Then—surprisingly—he laughed.

      “Very well. The Emir wishes to thank you, boy. Your remedy eased his night fever when even his court physicians failed. You will be granted… a privilege.”

      He motioned toward a heavy cedar door banded with iron.

      The door swung open.

      And momentarily, Husayn forgot to breathe.

      The library unfurled before him like a dream: rows upon rows of shelves rising into the domed ceiling, scrolls and manuscripts stacked in alcoves, the warm scent of ink and wood and ancient learning filling the air like incense. Sunlight poured through the high latticed windows, illuminating dust motes that drifted like golden spirits.

      Husayn stepped forward as if drawn by an invisible thread. A thought came unbidden:

      If Heaven exists, it must look like this.

      The Steward watched him carefully. “You may study here,” he said. “Within limits.”

      Husayn nodded, barely hearing him.

      He wandered deeper between the shelves, fingertips grazing spines stamped with names that sounded like spells—Aristotle, Euclid, Galen, al-Kindi, and dozens he’d never heard before.

      His father’s hand landed gently on his shoulder. “Remember yourself,” he whispered.

      But Husayn was already lost—lost, and found.

      And in the shadow of the highest shelf, someone else watched him too—a court physician with narrowed eyes, noting the boy’s hunger, his intensity, and the way the soldiers deferred to him.

      A child granted access to the royal library was not a curiosity… more of a threat.

      The air inside the library felt alive, as if every scroll whispered—not words, but promises.

      He drifted between the shelves, his fingers trembling slightly. Books on astronomy, medicine, philosophy, metaphysics. Commentaries on Aristotle he’d never seen. Treatises from India and China. Some manuscripts were so old the edges curled like burnt paper.

      He found a copy of The Metaphysics, its margins filled with notes in a graceful Persian hand. Beside it, an anatomy manual with red-painted diagrams of organs and veins pulsing with arrows.

      He pressed both to his chest, heart thudding.

      “Boy.”

      The voice came from behind him—thin, sharp, precise.

      Husayn turned.

      A man stood there: tall, gaunt, wearing the dark robes of the court physicians. His eyes were narrow and clever, his lips pulled into a thin line of polite hostility.

      “I am Abu Mansur al-Balkhi,” the man said. “Chief physician to Emir Nuh II.”

      Husayn bowed. “An honour, master.”

      The man’s gaze ran over him like a scalpel. “I am told you treated the Emir’s fever.”

      “I tried,” Husayn said carefully. “But I only offered what I learnt from the books of Galen.”

      “Books,” Abu Mansur murmured. “A dangerous crutch for a boy who thinks himself a healer.”

      The insult stung, but Husayn kept his voice level. “The books contain what works.”

      “And you believe you understand them better than men who have studied them for twenty years?”

      Husayn hesitated. “…I believe I understand what is written.”

      Abu Mansur’s smile did not reach his eyes. “We shall see.”

      He turned and walked away, his footsteps soft on the carpeted floor.

      Husayn watched him go, an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach.
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      The boy was dangerous. Not because of arrogance—arrogance was common enough in the palace.

      Because he was right.

      Abu Mansur had seen it in the Emir’s recovery. A method he did not recognise. A clarity of diagnosis that unsettled him. The court physicians had debated the fever for three days; the boy had walked in, surveyed the Emir for minutes, and prescribed a treatment that worked.

      Skill like that, especially in a child, threatened the entire hierarchy of the court…and in courts, hierarchy was life.

      Abu Mansur paused at the end of the aisle, watching the boy disappear deeper between the shelves.

      A prodigy! A spark that could ignite admiration—or rebellion.

      The Emir must be warned, he thought.

      But not yet. Not before he understood the boy better.
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      Husayn found a quiet corner beneath a narrow window where light spilled across a low reading bench. He spread the treatises before him like treasure, his breath quickening.

      He read, nay, devoured every word.

      He didn’t hear the Steward returning. Didn’t hear his father calling his name and didn’t notice the shadows lengthening across the shelves.

      He read of the four humours, of fevers and inflammations, of organs that bled and organs that whispered their ailments through subtle signs. He read until his vision blurred and the lines lifted from the page, almost living things.

      When he finally looked up, hours had passed and the candlelight had deepened to gold.

      Except for himself and an ancient guardian, the library was empty, but he did not feel alone.

      Knowledge pressed close around him—crowding, welcoming, demanding.

      He placed his palm on the manuscript before him.

      Let it all come, he thought. I will not be afraid.
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      In his private chamber, the Emir lay on cushions embroidered with silver, the sweat of fever drying on his brow.

      “Who was he?” the Emir asked.

      The Chief Steward bowed. “A boy, my lord.”

      “A boy…” The Emir closed his eyes. “His remedy worked.”

      “Yes, sire.”

      “Then keep him close,” the Emir murmured. “A city as fragile as Bukhara cannot afford to lose any blessing it is given.”

      His voice faded into sleep. But the Steward, wise in palace politics, frowned.

      Blessings often brought their own curses.
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      He found his son exactly where he feared he would—crouched over a mound of forbidden brilliance, eyes fever-bright, hands trembling from hours of turning pages.

      “Husayn.”

      The boy didn’t respond.

      “Husayn!”

      He looked up, startled. “Father?”

      “It is sunset. You have frightened me half to death.”

      Husayn blinked, coming back slowly to the world of light and breath. “I didn’t notice…”

      His father knelt beside him and looked at the open manuscripts.

      “You cannot read them all today.”

      “I can try.”

      “You will not!”

      His father’s voice cracked with fear—not anger.

      “Husayn… you do not know what libraries like this do to men. They make them powerful. They make them admired. They also make them envied. And envy in the palace is poison.”

      Husayn’s throat tightened. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “I know,” his father said softly. “But brilliance cannot save you from politics. It may lead you into them.”

      He closed the manuscript gently.

      “Come. That’s enough for one day.”

      Husayn rose reluctantly, taking one last look at the towering shelves behind him.

      He would return. He felt it in his bones.

      The library called to him.
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      Even after a night without sleep, Husayn felt the tug at his ribs, insistent as hunger. He answered it as he always did, letting the familiar hush of the corridors swallow him whole, the click of his sandals loud against flagstones worn by generations of restless scholars. Light fell through the high windows in columns, dust motes spinning in their own private orbits, and he walked through them as if they might illuminate the very questions that had kept him awake.

      But for all the library’s sanctuary, Husayn knew he was being watched. He had known since his first day—from the way the head librarian, Abu Mansur, paused to give him a longer look than the other scholars, as though searching his face for an answer to a question even older than the library itself. Abu Mansur was tall, narrow, all angles and shadows, his beard trimmed with a razor’s precision and his eyes like slits in a locked door. He glided along the stacks, hands tucked behind his back, and when he spoke, his voice was barely more than a suggestion, as if the real words were meant to travel by some slower, deeper current.

      This morning, Husayn found the old man lurking near the entrance, pretending to dust the marble lintel with a feather brush. Husayn paused, feeling the weight of the librarian’s gaze on his shoulder blades. He bowed slightly, as was expected, and Abu Mansur nodded back, the barest flicker of acknowledgement before his lips pursed thoughtfully.

      “Your master Faraj sent a note,” Abu Mansur said without looking at Husayn. “He says you will be seeking the Sahl treatise today. Is that correct?”

      Husayn kept his tone respectful, but refused to drop his gaze to the ground. “That is correct, sir.”

      The librarian gestured, and a student scribe appeared as if conjured from the dust, leading Husayn to the rare volumes chamber. The boy walked behind the scribe, feeling the pulse in his throat growing louder with each step. He had heard the stories about the treatise of Sahl ibn Bishr—forbidden in some circles, whispered about in others, its pages rumoured to contain both mathematical insight and subtle heresy. It had been copied by trembling hands, kept behind locked doors, and referenced in only the most daring arguments.

      When the chamber doors opened, the scribe released him with a nervous glance, bowing and backing away as though Husayn were the dangerous one. Inside, the shelves closed in, thick with old leather and vellum, the air even heavier with the musk of parchment and smoke. Husayn located the volume with ease; he had memorised its catalogue number weeks ago. He drew it out, settling onto a carved wooden bench, and ran his hands over the cover. He wondered what the other students would make of him if they saw him with it. He wondered if any of them would understand.

      He read. He read until the world fell away and the only thing left was the dance of numbers and the impossible poetry they contained. The treatise did not disappoint: Sahl’s diagrams twisted and reformed at the edge of reason, taking axioms and bending them until they confessed new truths. For every proof, Husayn supplied a counter-argument; for every elegant solution, he found a flaw to exploit or a boundary to push. His mind whirred with delight and rebellion.

      So engrossed was he that he did not hear Abu Mansur enter the chamber. The old man stood in the doorway for a full minute, watching. He said nothing. Only when Husayn finally looked up, startled, did the librarian break the silence.

      “Have you found what you were looking for?” he said, voice utterly flat.

      Husayn weighed his response. “Perhaps,” he said. “Perhaps not. I think Sahl hid more answers than he wrote down.”

      A cold smile creased Abu Mansur’s lips. “That is usually the case, with those who are clever.” He stepped in, glancing at the open treatise. “But cleverness alone is not always safe. Not in this place.”

      Husayn felt the warning… a shift in the air, tightening his chest. “I only seek to understand,” he said, and heard the edge of his own defiance.

      “Prodigies burn bright,” Abu Mansur whispered, so softly Husayn thought he might have imagined it. “But fire uncontrolled burns everything around it.”

      The words hung in the air, searing and inescapable. Abu Mansur closed the treatise with a gentle tap of his finger, then slid it back onto the shelf, fixing Husayn with a gaze that held both pride and pity. “You may go,” he said. “But remember: not all knowledge is safe to speak aloud. And not all arguments are won by being right.”

      With that, the librarian swept out, his shadow lingering behind him like an afterthought. Husayn sat frozen, the weight of the encounter pressing on his shoulders heavier than any book he had ever lifted. But as he stood, tucking the last lines of Sahl’s treatise into the folds of his memory, he felt the fire inside him burn hotter still, fed by the very danger it promised.

      From the corridor outside, Abu Mansur watched the boy leave. He did not smile. He merely repeated, as if reciting a spell or a doom: “Prodigies burn bright. But fire uncontrolled burns everything around it.” Then he turned and strode down the hallway, the feather brush tucked under his arm like a sceptre, already rehearsing the conversation he would soon have with the Emir and his retinue. There was no need for alarm; only the steady, careful work of surveillance and suggestion. A word to the palace steward about the boy’s insolence, a hint to the vizier’s secretary about his appetite for forbidden books, a nudge here, a glance there, until the palace itself grew alert.

      The boy had entered the palace. But the palace had noticed.
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      The first sign that something was wrong was the silence in the palace corridors.

      Silence in the palace corridors of Bukhara was never a good sign. It meant that gossip had been strangled, laughter forbidden, and musicians dismissed — all because some calamity demanded the attention of the court. The young scholar Ibn Sina, newly appointed as a junior physician-in-training, felt the tension before he understood it. The servants who usually joked with him as he passed hurried instead, their heads lowered, refusing even to meet his gaze.

      He had been summoned before dawn. A stableboy had banged on the wooden door of his family’s home, nearly breaking the hinges, shouting only: “The Prince! They need every physician!”

      Avicenna had not even finished pulling his cloak around himself before he was running.

      He was only sixteen. And the fate of the heir of Bukhara was about to fall into his hands.

      The prince, Sayf al-Dawla, was a tall youth of seventeen, strong in the shoulders and proud in the jaw. To see him collapsed in his bed, pale and drenched in sweat, was more shocking than any battlefield casualty. A dozen older physicians surrounded him, their faces sombre under the glow of oil lamps.

      The royal vizier, al-Juzjani, stood at the foot of the bed, his fingers clenching the prayer beads he rarely used except under great strain.

      “You,” he snapped at Avicenna as he entered. “Stand to the side. Observe. Do not speak unless spoken to.”

      Avicenna bowed, swore internally, and moved to the shadowed corner.

      One of the physicians spoke gravely. “High fever. Pulse rapid but weak. He vomits everything he swallows.”

      “Could it be poison?” whispered a servant nearby.

      At the word poison, everyone stiffened. Poison meant conspiracy. It meant treason. It meant bloodshed if the wrong diagnosis was made. But the senior physician, a hawk-nosed scholar named Abu Rashid, shook his head. “Poison does not cause such coughing fits. And there is no blood.”

      “Plague?” someone else whispered.

      The vizier’s face darkened. “Do not speak that word in this palace.”

      Avicenna’s eyes moved quickly over the scene. The prince shivered even under thick woollen blankets. His breathing was shallow and irregular. There was a faint wheeze in his throat, almost like a whistle each time he inhaled. But what struck Avicenna most was the smell — a sour, slightly sweet scent on the prince’s breath that reminded him of fermenting fruit in the bazaar, which no one else seemed to notice.

      He stepped closer.

      “Boy!” Abu Rashid barked. “Stand back!”

      The vizier raised a hand. “Let him speak. Ibn Sina is thought precocious. Let us see if that reputation has substance.”

      Several physicians exchanged looks of irritation.

      Avicenna nodded gratefully, then swallowed. “May I examine the prince?”

      Abu Rashid scoffed. “If you think you can find what trained men cannot⁠—”

      But the vizier cut him off. “Let him.”

      Avicenna knelt at the bedside. He placed three fingers gently on the prince’s wrist. The pulse fluttered beneath his touch like a panicked bird. He leaned close to observe the prince’s breathing and saw a faint bluish tint around the lips.

      Then he asked, “Has he complained of pain in the side?”

      A physician answered. “He said yes, yesterday. But today he is delirious.”

      “And has he eaten recently?”

      “He has refused all food for a day and a half.”

      Avicenna hesitated only a moment before saying quietly, “I believe this is no plague, nor poison. It is inflammation of the lungs.”

      Abu Rashid’s nostrils flared. “A child’s guess.”

      Avicenna ignored him. “He must be bled immediately — but not too much. And he needs warm, humid air to ease his breathing. If not, fluid will fill his lungs.”

      The room erupted into whispers.

      “Humid air? Madness.”

      “Bloodletting in his condition could kill him!”

      But it was the vizier’s voice that cut through the noise. “Enough.” He turned to Avicenna. “Are you certain?”

      “No,” Avicenna said honestly. “But none of us can be certain. The prince’s time is short. If we only sit and debate, he will die.”

      The prince groaned weakly, his eyes flickering open for the briefest instant. That moment was enough for Avicenna — he saw confusion, fear, and something else: drowning.

      “His lungs,” Avicenna said. “We must act.”

      The vizier stared at him for a long moment, weighing youth against desperation. Then he said to the other physicians, “Do as he recommends.”

      Abu Rashid stepped forward. “Vizier⁠—!”

      “That is an order.”

      Abu Rashid’s jaw tightened. For a moment, Avicenna thought he might openly rebel — but in the hierarchy of the court, the vizier’s word was final.

      And so, under the strained silence of sceptical superiors, Avicenna performed the procedure.

      He made a small incision in the prince’s forearm. Dark, thick blood welled up. Not the bright crimson of poison victims, but almost black — stagnant. The physicians watched with varying degrees of horror and fascination.

      When Avicenna ordered a kettle of steaming water brought into the room and insisted that blankets be arranged above it to trap the vapour around the prince, the mocking began.

      “Where did you learn this trick?” Abu Rashid sneered. “From a village midwife?”

      But despite everything — the scorn, the tension, the fear that he might be making a fatal mistake — Avicenna held firm.

      And the prince, after several minutes of breathing the warm air, coughed violently, expelling mucus that had choked him. His breathing eased and his colour improved.

      Avicenna straightened, exhausted, heart pounding. He looked at the vizier.

      “Keep him warm. Keep him breathing moist air. I will prepare a draught for when he awakens.”

      The vizier nodded, and for the first time that morning, he allowed himself a slow exhale. “Well done.”

      Avicenna stepped out of the chamber, trembling. He had saved a prince.

      Or so he believed.

      By noon, the palace was buzzing — no longer with dread, but with excitement. Word spread that the young prodigy had diagnosed the prince’s illness correctly when the senior physicians had failed. Servants who would not even look at Avicenna hours before now whispered his name in admiration as he passed. But admiration was a fragile thing.

      In another corner of the palace, behind shuttered windows overlooking the inner garden, Abu Rashid and three other physicians gathered like storm clouds.

      “He embarrassed us before the vizier,” muttered one.

      “And if he proves correct,” another added, “we will be seen as that boy’s students.”

      Abu Rashid’s expression sharpened like a knife-edge. “No. We will be seen as incompetent.”

      “What do you propose?” whispered a third.

      “We watch,” Abu Rashid said. “And when the prince falters — as he surely will — we will remind the vizier who placed a child’s guess above practised wisdom.”

      “But what if the prince recovers?”

      Abu Rashid’s lips curled. “Then we make it clear that the boy endangered him. That the bleeding was excessive. That any recovery was despite his reckless meddling.”

      He leaned forward, voice soft and venomous.

      “Court politics are simple: if one must choose between truth and reputation, reputation wins.”

      Avicenna spent the rest of the day preparing medicines with the palace apothecary — his was a small, cluttered room where herbs were hung from rafters like sleeping bats. His hands shook with exhaustion from lack of sleep, and from something deeper: fear.

      What if he had been wrong? What if the prince died overnight?

      He crushed fennel seeds, mixing them with honey and warm water into a soothing syrup, but doubt gnawed at him. He had acted boldly — too boldly perhaps. He had bled a prince. If the boy died, Avicenna’s own life would be forfeit. And if he lived only to worsen again, the court would place the blame on the youngest, least protected physician.

      By sunset, Avicenna’s confidence had crumbled into anxious pacing.

      He tried to read to settle his mind, but every word swam before his eyes. At last, he put the books aside and stared out the narrow apothecary window at the palace courtyard.

      A cold wind moved through the cypresses, heralding the coming night.

      And with it, would come judgement.

      A shout broke the silence sometime after midnight.

      Avicenna darted from the apothecary, nearly tripping on the rug in the corridor. He ran towards the prince’s chamber, heart hammering. When he reached the door, two guards barred his path.

      “Let me in!” he insisted.

      “Only senior physicians,” one replied.

      Avicenna was about to argue when the vizier’s voice sounded from inside. “Allow him. At once!”
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