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			Characters

			al-Ghuri, Sultan of Tumanbay, came to power following the untimely death of his brother, the previous Sultan.

			Shajah, Sultan al-Ghuri’s First Wife, previously married to his brother, the murdered Sultan. She grew up in poverty, arrived in Tumanbay as a slave and soon learned to exploit her dazzling beauty in exchange for power and wealth.

			Madu, the Sultan’s nephew and only son of Shajah and the former Sultan.

			Maya, widow of a deceased governor of Amber Province and leader of the rebel movement.

			Effendi Red, Maya’s envoy.

			Grand Vizier Cadali, the Sultan’s chief advisor.

			Commander Gregor, head of the elite Palace Guard and the Sultan’s spymaster. He arrived in Tumanbay as a slave-child with Qulan.

			General Qulan, Commander of Tumanbay’s armies.

			Manel, Qulan’s teenage daughter.

			Ibn Bai, slave trader and recent arrival to Tumanbay. His wife and daughter are travelling by ship to join him.

			Sarah, a slave with a baby whom Ibn Bai purchases in Tumanbay’s slave market.

			Daniel, Sarah’s brother, also purchased by Ibn Bai.

			Basim, an officer in the Palace Guard.

			The Frog, Basim’s son, a young boy with prophetic powers.

			Slave, an escaped slave from a ship bound for Tumanbay.

			Wolf, leader of a proudly independent band of warrior-horsemen.

			The Hafiz, symbol of religious authority in Tumanbay.

			Bello, a priest and the personal assistant to the Hafiz.

		

	
		
			Epigraph

			‘After I had labored for two days and was covered with sand and loose earth, I picked out several sheets of different old scrolls and manuscripts, but I did not find any use or information in them – who knows what lies underneath – for I was tired of searching.’

			Jacob Saphir, Talmudist scholar and traveller, 1864

			‘We came upon a great desert, four day’s journey in width, where a wind called simoom, or poison wind, blows. Those unfortunates caught by this wind invariably die. And it is said that when a man is killed by this wind and his companions try to wash him for burial, his body falls apart. There have been many such deaths and we were warned only to travel by night when the wind does not blow.’

			Ibn Batuta, traveller, 1304–1369

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The journey to Tumanbay had been long and arduous. The envoy, riding a mule and accompanied by a small party of believers, moved mostly at night to avoid the heat of the desert. But such was the urgency of his mission, on the final day, they had continued in the sun. Even though they were still a day’s long march away, the city appeared to rise out of the sand, shimmering like water in the heat.

			If anyone had seen this small caravan moving towards Tumanbay, nothing about it would have caused suspicion or alarm. There were so many traders travelling to and from the city and many checkpoints along the way. Their papers were in order.

			By sunset he could clearly see the towers and minarets, the palaces like glittering islands in an ocean of green and blue roofs, and the great walls reputed to be impossible for any army to breach.

			And yet, with help from believers within the city, the envoy had entered in darkness, unnoticed by the gatekeepers, and was now, on this auspicious morning, making his way on foot to the Sultan’s palace. Even though he was weary from the journey and the sack he had slung over his shoulder was beginning to feel heavy, he didn’t stop for rest or refreshments at any of the cafes or stalls that lined the street. He kept his eyes fixed on the imposing gates of the palace ahead. If he had looked about, he would have seen a bustling scene – donkeys and carts, camels, traders, soldiers, slaves, thieves, shoppers, layabouts and lovers – the citizens of Tumanbay going about their daily business as they had for centuries, unaware that their world was soon to change.

			They hardly noticed him. There were so many from so many different parts of the Empire and beyond, each with their own dress and style – a short, bearded pilgrim in red and black robes was nothing unusual.

			There was a disturbance ahead, like dust or smoke blowing around in circles beside the entrance to a small lane. People were crossing the road to avoid it. As he approached, the envoy paused and watched. Despite the crowds, the street was deserted here, except for this swirling, humming mass, which he could now see were wasps. Perhaps their nest had been disturbed or destroyed and they were disorientated and anxious, unsure of where to go, a danger to all.

			He stared, transfixed. This was a sign, surely, that he must carry out his task without fear. Like the wasps, these people would soon be scattered about the world; their wondrous city, in which they had put their trust and belief, would be shown to be as empty and meaningless as a dead nest.

			He clutched the sack and crossed the road.

		

	
		
			Part One

		

	
		
			There’s a city far away . . . My parents often spoke of it as if it had always been there and always would be . . . I had seen it in paintings, I had read of it in stories, the richest, most powerful place on earth . . . the centre of everything. It drew people from every corner of the Empire and beyond, hungry for wealth and power, or in some cases, more wealth and more power. They were dazzled by its brightness. And like moths drawn to a candle . . . many were burned alive by its fire . . . Tumanbay . . .
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			Basim

			The child’s eyelids were flickering, but everything else remained still. Unnaturally still. Even his breathing seemed to have stopped. Basim shook him gently.

			‘Wake up, my little Frog. Wake up.’

			The boy’s eyes snapped open, terrified and confused at first. Then he saw his father smiling down at him and he relaxed.

			‘It was just a dream,’ Basim said, gently stroking his son’s damp forehead.

			It was still dark, Basim’s favourite time of day, when the air was cool and the only sounds were the cicadas and the preachers calling across the city.

			‘Don’t go today, Papa,’ the boy said, sitting up. ‘Something bad will happen.’

			Basim smiled, continuing his preparations. ‘Is that so, my little Frog?’

			‘And they will chop off your head and you will never see us again.’

			Basim considered this for a moment.

			‘I will miss having my head,’ he said, checking himself in the mirror and adjusting his uniform. ‘I think it’s rather a handsome one, don’t you?’

			These dark dreams had been coming regularly for several moons now and had changed the character of the child. He had become less inclined to play with other children and, whereas he used to delight in going to school, where he excelled as a gifted child, now he was angry with and resentful of his mother, Heba, for making him go. Heba had sought help from the wife of another officer, a woman known in the compound for her healing powers, and had been told not to worry, that he was just a boy with a vivid imagination.

			Basim often came home from the palace to find the Frog sitting alone in the passageway outside the apartment, lost in thought. The other day when Basim asked him what was wrong, the Frog had said, ‘I was thinking about how they see down there.’

			‘How who sees, where?’

			‘The underworld. The people who live there.’

			‘There’s no underworld,’ Basim had said. ‘It’s just a story.’

			The previous evening, their neighbour Khalida had reported her cat missing. The Frog had insisted on going over to her apartment to tell her that he had knowledge the creature was now ‘buried in darkness amid the grains of sand’. This caused her to cry uncontrollably and, as several of the neighbours gathered round to comfort her, the Frog just stood there in the passageway staring, as if he was oblivious to the pain he had caused her.

			But now, seeing the Frog through the mirror lying on the couch, Basim’s heart went out to him. He may have been a strange child but he was their child, a precious gift from God, who had been a long time coming to this world after Heba had delivered three whose fates were not to be of this world. They wanted, above all else, for their surviving child to be happy.

			Basim felt a hand on the back of his neck. He turned to see Heba.

			‘You hear that?’ Basim asked.

			‘What’s that?’ she asked brightly.

			‘The Frog’s had another one of his dreams.’

			‘Something bad,’ the Frog added.

			‘Oh really? Well, you can tell me all about it after you’ve had your breakfast,’ she said and busied herself preparing food. They had agreed to try not to look concerned in front of the child.

			Basim attached his sword – an elegant curved sabre carried only by the officers of the palace guard – and kissed the Frog on the forehead.

			‘Be good. Obey your mother.’

			Heba followed him to the door.

			‘See you when we see you,’ she said, looking deep into his eyes. ‘And try not to worry. He’ll be fine, I’m sure of it.’

			‘What makes you so sure?’

			‘I took him back to see Mistress Talum. She gave me some medicines and said expect the dreams to get worse at first and then they will disappear completely. Perhaps by the time you return.’

			He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her on the forehead.

			‘You both mean so much to me,’ he said.

			‘Foolish man. Don’t you think I know that?’ she replied. ‘Now go, or something bad really will happen.’

			Basim made his way through the narrow, but ordered, passageways that formed the compound where the families of the Palace Guard were housed. As he passed Selim the shoemaker’s shop on the corner, he heard the plaintive wailing of a cat. He stopped and went back to investigate. Next to the shop, and at the end of every alley, was a small storage unit where grain was delivered for the inhabitants of each section. Basim pulled the latch and peered inside. As he did so, a cat shot out like an angry djinn from the infernal world and disappeared along the passageway towards its home.

			Basim continued out of the compound. As he crossed the vast Square of the Martyrs, the Gates of al-Suliman Midan were opening, and men were rushing out from their morning prayers. Basim quickened his pace. He was late. He had usually crossed the square by the time the faithful dispersed.

			When he got to the palace, it was light. He had been away for two days. He would be on duty for another ten before he saw Heba and the Frog again.

			Or so he thought.
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			The Girl

			The sea was empty. Just blue water, sun in the girl’s eyes, the endless creaking of the ship, the boom of the huge lateen sail bellying out under another gust of wind, the white wake reeling out behind them as every moment took her closer to Tumanbay.

			It was all so unfair!

			She leaned against the bulwark beside the brass cannon on its swivel mount. Maybe they’d be attacked by pirates and she could escape to a life of adventure; anything would be better than being the wife of a merchant in a city she didn’t know, in a country she didn’t want to be in. Yes, a pirate queen with her own crew of blood-soaked rogues, terrifying the Middle Sea; but it wouldn’t happen because things like that never happened outside the stories, and certainly not to the daughters of merchants. Besides, there were no pirates any more. Tumanbay made sure everyone obeyed its laws and her father had assured her that its navy kept the oceans peaceable. And who wanted peace? Merchants and, she supposed, merchants’ wives. It wasn’t fair, it just wasn’t fair.

			Behind her, the captain bellowed and sailors began climbing the rigging to reset the sail. Canvas cracked in the wind as the sail shivered, the helmsman leaned on the big wheel and the whole ship began to come about, the bowsprit tracking across the blue horizon until it met a smudge of land.

			She couldn’t even run away to sea and become a sailor – girls weren’t allowed, oh no, they had to stay at home and do what they were told and . . . get married to . . . who? What if he was hideous or old or both? Her father had written and said he was a ‘fine young man’, and she knew all too well the kind of boys he thought were ‘fine’. She looked down at the sea racing by. Maybe she should jump. Here and now. That would show them all!

			She stepped up onto . . . she didn’t know what it was called but some kind of iron thing they tied ropes to, and leaned further over the side – the sun was making patterns in the waves, making her dizzy – she eased herself further up, further out . . .

			‘What are you doing without a cloak? The sun and wind will . . .’

			Too late! She stepped back onto the deck.

			‘And don’t lean over like that, you might fall into the sea and then where would you be?’

			‘I would be in the sea, Mother.’ Fat chance.

			Her mother sighed with exasperation. ‘Put this on.’

			‘I’m hot, I don’t need it.’

			‘You need it.’

			Her mother didn’t need to give a reason. It was obvious she thoroughly disapproved of the crew and captain ogling her daughter. She also knew the precise value of every commodity and didn’t want her daughter’s pale skin darkened and roughened by the weather before the deal was done. She draped the cloak about the girl’s shoulders and, taking her arm, walked with her to the stern where they stood looking at the white wake and the seabirds swooping and taking scraps from it as someone emptied a bucket of kitchen waste from a port below. They stood together in a silence that the girl was determined not to be the first to break.

			Eventually, her mother said: ‘Are you going to talk to me?’

			‘I am talking to you, Mother.’

			‘You know what I mean. You’ve been sullen this whole trip. Don’t you want to see Tumanbay? It’s the greatest city in the world.’

			The girl silently mouthed the words along with her mother, she’d heard them so often by now and, yes, in a way, she did want to see this city . . .

			‘But not this way,’ she burst out.

			She knew her mother thought that once she was married she would settle down, but she didn’t want to settle down. There were so many things she’d read about in her father’s library – castles built on mountain peaks, spice cities, the great inland sea, the riders of the plains in their thousands – and now she would never see them. She would be shut away behind . . .

			‘What about your father? Don’t you want to see him?’

			‘Of course I do, just not like this.’

			‘Not like what?’

			‘You know, Mother.’

			They’d had this conversation a hundred times and it never went anywhere except round and round and round.

			‘He’s a fine young man, your father says. Don’t you trust your father?’

			She wanted to shout: No, of course I don’t, not where boys are concerned, but she said, ‘Of course, I trust him, I just don’t want to—’

			‘There you are, then,’ her mother said, as she’d said before and would no doubt say again and again until the day the contracts were signed.

			The girl was about to make the same answer she usually made when she heard the creak and shriek of one of the deck hatches, the furthest away, being thrown open. There was a terrible smell for a moment before the wind snatched it away. The girl hurried forward to the rail by the ship’s wheel where she could see down on to the deck.

			‘Wait . . .’ her mother called, then came after her as someone was pulled from the darkness below decks by a couple of burly sailors: a big man, dark-skinned, wearing breeches and no more. His wrists were manacled in front of him. He blinked in the sunlight, momentarily blinded after his time below decks, and stumbled. His captors pulled him brutally upright and rushed him to the foot of the big central mast, where they secured his wrist chains to a line and pulled them up, above his head, so he was virtually hanging from the iron cuffs.

			‘You should go back to your cabin, ladies,’ the captain growled.

			‘Why, what’s happening?’

			‘Nothing that need bother you. If you’ll just . . .’

			‘Indeed it will not,’ her mother snorted. ‘I have seen slaves punished before, Captain. It’s the nature of the business.’

			‘Perhaps your daughter . . .?’ the captain offered.

			‘Nonsense. It’s time she learned a few facts of the life we lead. She will watch too.’

			If anything was going to send her back to the gloomy cabin it would have been her mother telling her to stay where she was, but something about the slave caught her attention. He didn’t seem to be frightened for a start, but neither was he struggling. He hung there, his powerful fists gripping the wrist chains, the muscles on his arms expanding as he pulled himself up a fraction to ease the cutting pressure.

			‘What do you think he did?’ she whispered.

			‘It doesn’t matter,’ her mother said. ‘It is necessary sometimes.’

			‘Is that what Father does to his slaves?’

			‘Of course, it’s the only way.’

			The slave’s body jerked as a whip was brought down with fearful force. Blood and – the girl’s hand went to her mouth in horror – lumps of flesh were torn from the slave’s back. And yet, as the whip rose and fell, he made no sound – his face was rigid, displaying neither anger nor fear, as if he was somewhere else and this wasn’t happening to him at all.

			‘Why isn’t he crying out? It’s like he doesn’t care. How can he not care?’

			‘They come from beyond civilisation. They don’t feel pain like us, they’re barbarians.’

			‘Then what’s the point, Mama?’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘If he doesn’t feel it, why whip him at all?’

			The sailor with the whip paused and shouted up to the captain: ‘Enough, Sir?’ The girl just knew he was going to say: ‘More.’

			She burst out, ‘Enough, enough . . .’ feeling tears brim her eyelids. The captain looked at her and paused.

			Then he nodded.

			‘Enough, take him down.’

			The ropes were loosened, the line slackened off. The slave lowered his arms and stood, legs apart, solid on the deck as if nothing had happened, as if the blood and flesh scattered around him and being washed away with buckets of seawater, as if the horrible white glint of bone through the gore on his back, were nothing to do with him at all. Ignoring everyone, he turned and walked back to the open hatch and went below.

			How could he do that, the girl wondered – just hang there while they flogged him and then look at them as if they were the ones who had been punished?

			If only she could find that kind of courage to stand up to her mother, her father . . . to stand up to all of them and say no! But she couldn’t even throw herself over the side of the ship when she had the chance. She was just a coward.

			Her mother coughed – she had been coughing a lot lately.

			‘I’m tired,’ she said irritably. ‘Come and read to me while I rest.’
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			Ibn Bai

			Ibn Bai had always thought of himself as a reasonable man but, faced with more delays, he was beginning to lose patience as his builder announced: ‘Effendi, who could have foreseen that the wall would develop a crack and set things back to such a degree. It’s in God’s hands, we have to do the best we can.’

			Ibn Bai felt like telling the builder that he should have foreseen the problem when he put too much weight on a wall that was obviously never meant to bear that sort of load, and that accordingly he should lower his price and work extra time to make good the damage he had done to Ibn Bai’s beautiful new house. But, of course he would say nothing, nod, agree and ask when the work might be completed because even finding a half-good builder in Tumanbay was something of a miracle and, once you had him, you kept in his good graces.

			‘So, Arem Effendi, tell me, how long will it take to fix the wall and put in the extra bracing for the balcony supports?’

			Arem, a thin fellow, though surprisingly strong even so, flexed his hands and grinned.

			‘Only a day or two, effendi. Of course, there will be the supports to pay for but I know where I can get some at a very good price?’

			He stopped, his head cocked on one side, waiting for Ibn Bai to say: ‘Yes, of course, go ahead.’

			‘Then we should be out of your way by the sickle moon.’

			‘Three weeks?’

			Arem shrugged. ‘That’s if all goes well.’

			‘Why should it not?’ Ibn Bai asked, feeling increasingly irritated.

			‘Well . . . the fountain of al-Dar ran red the other day.’

			‘So?’

			‘Auguries of blood, they say!’

			‘They say anything that comes into their empty heads. They say there are giraffes in the palace! I am more concerned with practicalities. My wife and daughter will be here any day now. I had hoped to have the house ready for them – painted and furnished.’

			Arem sucked his teeth. ‘It is in the hands of God.’

			Ibn Bai recognised the moment they had both been circling for a while – the moment when the deal is finally made.

			‘There would, of course,’ Ibn Bai said, ‘as is the practice where I come from, be a finishing bonus payable upon early completion of the job. A recognition of the craftsman’s skill and efforts on behalf of the customer.’

			This time Ibn Bai sucked his teeth and waited. The builder mentioned a figure, Ibn Bai agreed, smiles and handshakes were exchanged, the builder went back to his crew and Ibn Bai could hear him cursing their laziness and shoddy work and driving them on to a completion in a mere seven days. He had set the bonus money aside at the beginning of the contract and had, in fact, paid a third less than he’d expected so, all in all, his mood was a little improved. He thought he might take the cart along to the port, enquire whether there was news of his ship and perhaps see if there were any goods worth picking up.

			Before setting off for Tumanbay six moons ago to establish home and business, Ibn Bai had read much about the city, and by far the majority of the accounts had extolled the great walls that protected the landward side, stretching beyond sight in either direction, and the four massive gates, made of the thickest oak, banded with iron, studded with brass spikes, opened each dawn, closed each dusk. The walls and gates were, without a doubt, an impressive sight, one of the wonders of the world, but Ibn Bai somehow preferred the other side of Tumanbay, the harbour that looked out through the Gulf of Winds towards the Middle Sea.

			This was how many newcomers first saw Tumanbay, how he had seen it himself from the deck of a dhow, heeling in the breeze, passing the long arms of the harbour walls, jutting three leagues or more out into the gulf, closing to an entrance no more than five ships wide, a fort on either point with mighty chains draped down, under the water, that could, if necessary, be winched into position across the entrance, effectively sealing the port.

			Entering the harbour, Ibn Bai reflected that never in all the harbours he’d visited – and he had done business in a good few – had he seen as great a volume of shipping in one place at one time. The expression ‘a forest of masts’ had come to him from some tale he’d read and he realised that it was no exaggeration: there were thousands of them rising from the decks of ships uncountable. Dhows, triremes, tubby merchantmen, stately galleons, fishing boats of every size from the smallest to those able to chase and catch the great monsters of the Middle Sea. And darting between them, like insects skittering across a pond, tenders and skiffs transporting the host of men and women who pursued their trades here and whose skill and labour made the whole vast machine function. It was exhilarating. Ibn Bai had felt a dozen years younger; there was nothing in the world that could not be found and bought and traded in this vast arena, and he longed to be a part of it.

			And so it had turned out. In the six moons he had been in the city he had found and bought an old house which he was having virtually rebuilt, he had established a network of contacts, sorted out a decent marriage deal – though his wife Illa was oddly silent in her letters on his daughter’s enthusiasm for the project. Surely any young girl couldn’t wait to get married? He had good business premises and was making a place for himself in the slave markets. He was already in profit, trading with his old associates across the Middle Sea. Once this marriage business had been settled and he was in partnership with a Tumanbay merchant, he would be on a firm footing and well on the way to success.

			As always, the harbour master’s office was crowded and Ibn Bai had to wait a sandglass or more before he saw the assistant clerk (and that had cost him a bribe, but then everything in Tumanbay was oiled by a little something for your trouble) and was able to ask if there was any news of his ship, the Gullswing, from the forts and observation points along the coast.

			‘From Cyrene, you say?’

			‘Exactly so, effendi. With fortunate winds, she might dock within seven days or less.’

			The clerk flicked through the reports that were constantly arriving via the couriers who rode along the coast from fort to fort with news of incoming vessels.

			‘Gullswing? Nothing here. Once she passes the Mad Sultan we’ll probably get word. Come back next week.’

			‘I have a cargo on board.’

			The clerk gave him a smug look. ‘Of course you do, everyone who comes here enquiring has a cargo on board. And do you know what they all want?’

			Ibn Bai didn’t like the fellow’s manner but neither did he want to antagonise him.

			‘No, what do they want?’

			‘What you all want, without exception, is to get your papers stamped in advance so the cargo can be processed with less trouble and greater speed when it does arrive. Correct?’

			‘Correct. But you see, my wife and daughter are on the ship and I hope—’

			‘And so do I.’ The clerk sighed. ‘I truly do hope your wife and daughter make the happiest of landings but until they do, you will have to wait like everyone else. And when your ship comes in, I or another clerk will count the cargo, tally the list, you will make your mark, and the papers will be stamped. Is there anything else I can aid you with?’

			‘No thank you, effendi. Good day to you.’

			Ibn Bai’s good mood evaporated as he pushed his way out of the office. He was annoyed with himself, not for making a fruitless attempt to short-cut the landing process but because he didn’t know how to short-cut the landing process. He knew very well, as did the smug clerk, that there were avenues but so far, as a newcomer, he hadn’t found them and he hadn’t found anyone, yet, who would show him the correct pathway. What he needed was a patron. That was how business was done: you found a person of power for whom you could be useful and they, in return, dispensed favours and influence. Well, it would come with time and he was, as he’d told himself only this morning, a patient man. He decided to take a walk through the harbour market and see what was available. Tumanbay had half a hundred markets but the harbour was the first he’d got to know and traded in and he still had a fondness for it.

			As always, the market announced itself to his nose first: the stink of bodies, excrement, decaying food and the incense burned unsuccessfully to cover the stench. He nodded to a couple of dealers standing by cages of silent, bewildered, truculent or even enthusiastic slaves trying to draw attention to their virtues. The better quality goods were generally to be found in the city at the bigger markets but it was possible, still, to find the odd bargain at the harbour.

			‘What are you after?’ asked one of the dealers.

			Ibn Bai realised he had been standing looking into one of the cages for too long to escape attention.

			‘Domestic? Labour?’ the dealer approached.

			‘Nothing,’ Ibn Bai replied. ‘Just browsing.’

			‘Of course. Please . . . take your time,’ said the dealer, stepping back.

			He was a typical salesman, Ibn Bai thought: chewing paan, spitting, and his hair an unnatural red. It was a current fashion among the merchant classes of Tumanbay for older men to apply henna to their hair in an attempt to appear more youthful and virile. Ibn Bai was repulsed by it.

			‘Anything you want to know, just ask me,’ the dealer added, and positioned himself close by ready to assist at a moment’s notice.

			Ibn Bai peered into the cage. A girl was looking back at him, her eyes widening slightly in fear . . . or was it appraisal? He dismissed the thought; slaves didn’t appraise, dealers did that. She held a baby protectively to her chest. She wore a coarse shift but she wore it as if it had been something infinitely finer. Ibn Bai could see the marks left by rings on her fingers and her ears had been pierced. Behind her, a young man looked at him levelly. No fear in the blue eyes, no hope either.

			‘My name is Mitra, by the way,’ said the dealer. ‘I have the best stock in the market. Ask anyone.’

			Ibn Bai dismissed him with a tut and continued along the row of cages. Mitra followed.

			‘I have four slaves from the Asir Mountains,’ he said, pointing into one of the cages. ‘Quite rare. Easy-going, good with children. Quick to learn.’ Ibn Bai’s eye drifted across to the adjacent cage, where three boys stood staring out at him, their bodies hard and fit, their gazes defiant. ‘They’re marked for the army already, came in through Villeppi.’

			They were no more than children. How had they come to this, Ibn Bai wondered.

			‘Volunteers,’ Mitra said, as if reading Ibn Bai’s mind.

			‘Volunteers?’

			‘Life is so hard in the mountains there, many abandon their children to the elements. It’s a custom in those parts. The strong survive and the weak . . . Well, the weak are no good to anyone, so it’s better that they . . .’ He shrugged. ‘Anyway, they are not for you, my friend. But these four here . . .’

			‘I’m really not looking to buy anything today.’

			‘Of course, of course,’ enthused Mitra. ‘But just have a look . . .’ He clicked his fingers at an assistant, who came running with a ring full of keys and started unlocking a cage. ‘You will be amazed,’ Mitra promised.

			‘No, I told you already, I’m not interested,’ Ibn Bai said firmly.

			The assistant stopped, looking to his master for instruction. Mitra shrugged and was about turn his attention to another potential customer when Ibn Bai pointed back to the first cage.

			‘But these two . . . The blue eyes. Where are they from?’

			Ibn Bai approached the cage again. The girl was still looking at him.

			‘She has a baby?’

			‘She can come with or without the baby. No problem.’

			‘Do they . . . understand? Do they speak our language?’

			‘That you will have to take a chance on. I haven’t been able to get anything out of them.’

			There was something about these slaves. Ibn Bai sensed it.

			‘Give me a moment,’ he said, waving Mitra away.

			‘Of course. Take all the time you need. Just don’t get too close to the cage, eh?’

			And he scurried off to join his assistant, who was unlocking a cage for another potential customer.

			Ibn Bai beckoned to the girl. ‘You, come closer.’ She didn’t move but the flicker of her eyes told him she understood his words. ‘It’s all right, you want to keep your baby. Fine, I have a child too. I understand. Come, closer . . .’

			She moved a few hesitant steps.

			‘You’re something special, aren’t you?’ he said. ‘You used to wear a ring on your left middle finger. You’re educated. It’s all right – I’m not going to tell anyone. I just notice these things.’

			She remained still, expressionless, just staring back with her striking blue eyes.

			‘What about you?’ said Ibn Bai, turning his attention to the male, who waited in the darkness behind. Ibn Bai pressed his head against the cage-wire to get a better view. ‘Are you related? Are you the father of the child?’ The slave approached slowly.

			‘That’s right,’ Ibn Bai said encouragingly. ‘Come. You can talk to me. Tell me who you—’

			He wasn’t able to finish because, within the blink of an eye, the slave leaped forward, roaring and clawing at the cage-wire and gnashing his teeth. Ibn Bai was so shocked he tripped backwards and fell to the ground. He lay there for a moment as Mitra and his assistant rushed over and started beating the slave back with sticks.

			‘Are you all right?’ Mitra asked when things had calmed down. He helped Ibn Bai to his feet. ‘Did he touch you?’

			‘No,’ Ibn Bai said, brushing the sand and filth off his clothes.

			‘I warned you.’

			In the cage, the girl had reached out and touched the male slave on the arm. He calmed and stepped back into the shadows.

			‘I think I’ll end up selling him to the fighting pits if I can’t tame him,’ continued Mitra. ‘Not so much money, but—’

			‘I think I can tame him,’ Ibn Bai said.

			Mitra’s head jerked round. He and his assistant stared at Ibn Bai, amazed.

			Yes, Ibn Bai thought, staring back into the cage, there was definitely something there.

			The sight of Ibn Bai’s cart with the cage on the back excited no comment as he drove through the narrow streets of the port quarter in the direction of the grand trunk road, as wide as a dozen elephants, that circled the outer city and from which branched all the smaller, interconnecting streets that made up the arteries of the vast body of Tumanbay. The new slaves crouched behind him, holding on to the bars. Neither had spoken a word since Mitra had shooed them into their new confinement. It made Ibn Bai uncomfortable – even after all these years in the business – to have them squatting behind him where he was unable to see what they were about. To calm his nerves, he talked. His wife Illa always said he talked too much, especially to the goods, but that was his way; better by kindness and encouragement if possible, and only then through punishment.

			‘You’re lucky – to have been bought by me. I have contacts in the royal palace. You’ll fetch a good price there because you’re both educated. Education can get you anywhere in the world. That’s why I’m here. I know things. And you do too, so you’ll probably be all right.’

			He paused. No response. He went on: ‘I’m new here myself. Well, not as new as you but I’ve already learned a thing or two, and that’s important in Tumanbay. You know the Empire is ruled by slaves . . . Well, they came as slaves and now they run the place – everyone’s a slave here. Well, I’m not. I’m a free man. You’re lucky – anywhere else you would have been a slave forever. Here, if you have the right attitude, you can be anything, anything . . . A shopkeeper? Perhaps not for you. A general, an artist if you have the talent, even a Sultan . . .’

			He was babbling. Illa was right, he should try and keep his mouth shut. Ahead he could hear the roar of the traffic along the big road. Once they reached it, there would be no more conversation, the noise and dust would see to that.

			‘My baby?’

			‘What? What’s that?’ He looked over his shoulder. The girl was right up against the bars.

			‘What will happen to my baby?’

			‘What is it, boy or girl?’

			‘Girl.’

			‘Well, she can be a doll.’

			‘What?’

			The tone was sharp, unusual in a slave. They didn’t make demands. He looked back. The man was leaning against the bars at the back of the cage, looking at him calmly. The girl’s face was concerned. Dust was beginning to rise around them.

			‘You know . . . the princesses? In the Sultan’s hareem. They need dolls. To play with. She might end up a friend. A good friend, a confidante. But of course, she might get broken, thrown away, who knows. Life is chance here. There’s everything to gain, but nothing is certain. You should cover your face, it’s going to get dusty. The baby too.’

			She did as he bid her. The man stayed looking levelly at him with his cold, blue eyes. As the chaos and confusion of the trunk road rose all about them, Ibn Bai reflected that these two were certainly different – the question was, could he make a decent profit out of ‘different’, or would he be forced to let them go at, or just above, cost? And then a further thought struck him: that somehow, he wasn’t driving the cart at all, but that those two in the cage on the back were actually holding the reins and directing everything. He shook his head – nonsense – and gave all his attention to avoiding a camel that had broken free of its train and was running crazily through the dust, its load of rocks slipping dangerously to one side.
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			Basim

			It was a day like any other. Basim spent the morning in the eastern section, the administrative quarters of the Palace Guard, working on the guard rota for the coming few weeks, then inspecting a consignment of new swords which had come in the previous day and needed approval before payment to the supplier could be authorised. He had always been good at taking care of the everyday business, the detailed work – it’s why he had been plucked from the regular army to join the elite ranks of the Palace Guard. He liked being organised and he took pride in doing a job well.

			What Basim didn’t like were loose ends. There was one such loose end that he had been putting off dealing with all morning: a messy situation with one of the palace butchers who was suspected of reselling offcuts of meat on the side. Basim liked the man and hoped that the rumours weren’t true, because if they were it would mean almost certain death for the butcher who, like Basim, had a young family dependent on him.

			Basim made his way down to the meat store and saw the butcher at work, happily chatting away to his assistants, unaware that he was being investigated and would soon be hauled off for questioning. He watched them for a moment. The butcher had a cleaver in his hand and was chopping through bone. He said something and his assistants erupted in laughter. Would this be the last joke of his life, Basim wondered.

			As Basim approached they became silent and stood with their heads bowed respectfully.

			‘Akin,’ Basim said, ‘I need to discuss a matter with you.’

			Basim noticed the butcher’s hand tighten over the meat cleaver.

			‘What matter, effendi?’ he asked with a hint of belligerence.

			‘We need to inspect the orders for the coming weeks.’

			‘They’re all in the register.’

			Basim kept his eyes on the meat cleaver. Had it been wise coming down here, at this time, without support? He had been thinking all morning about what the Frog had said. What did he mean? Could there be some truth in his dreams?

			The butcher sensed Basim’s hesitation.

			‘I’ll come with you if you like,’ he said, and started pounding the meat, ‘but there’s much work to be done and there will be a lot of hungry officers come mealtime. It’s up to you.’

			He stopped, tossed the cleaver into the chopping board and stood there solidly, challenging Basim to make the next move.

			‘No,’ Basim said after a moment. ‘Report to the guard’s office when you have finished your shift and ask for me, Officer Basim. Bring the register.’

			‘As you please, sir,’ he said sullenly.

			Basim turned and walked away down the stone corridor, his sword rattling in his belt. He could have used it, forced the butcher to come with him. The kitchen staff would be laughing at him now. He was a peacock in all his Palace Guard finery, a soldier for display, impotent, fake.

			When he got back to the guardroom, he found his comrades standing to attention. Commander Gregor, Master of the Palace Guard, was passing through with another officer. His eyes darted around the room – interested, intelligent, cruel eyes. They fixed on Basim, who stood at the door.

			‘Who are you?’

			‘Officer Basim, Commander.’

			Gregor appraised him for a moment.

			‘Give Officer Basim the job,’ he said. ‘He seems like a dependable fellow.’

			Then he moved through the line of officers to the door at the far side.

			As soon as he disappeared from sight, the room was buzzing with anxious excitement. One of their own had been detained, Basim learned – dragged away just now from his station. No one knew exactly why but there were rumours: he was a traitor, claimed one officer, and had been overheard criticising the Sultan; he had been neglecting his duties, claimed another, and sneaking off to see a girl in the town. Basim had missed the drama and was more than curious to know what he had just been assigned by the commander to do.

			‘Khalid’s job, of course,’ said one of the officers.

			‘Because he’s no longer available,’ said another, getting a hearty laugh from the others.

			‘And what was Khalid’s job?’ Basim asked.

			Basim made his way to the eastern gates accompanied by a small retinue of guards. As they marched in formation, people got out of their way, but as they approached the city gates, the crowds thickened and their progress was hampered. Getting in and out of the city could be a lengthy process for normal citizens; papers had to be inspected, taxes paid and there were often, as there were today, long queues. Basim ordered his men to wait by the custom house and went inside to see the guard on duty, who was sitting at a small desk with a ledger open in front of him.

			‘A delegation from Amber Province, due in today – has it been sighted?’

			‘From Amber Province,’ the guard said, raising his eyebrows, somewhat surprised. ‘Where the trouble is happening?’

			Basim nodded and the guard checked through his ledger.

			‘Nothing yet,’ he said.

			Basim proceeded past him up some stone steps. After climbing several flights, he emerged onto a wooden platform at the top of the city walls. From here he could see Maduk Highway, with all its traffic stretching away from the city far out into the desert towards the Gates of Dawn.

			This was the first time he had been responsible for receiving official visitors, let alone a party from a rebellious province. It was rumoured that the wife of the recently deceased governor of Amber had made a bid for power, and that the representative sent out by the Sultan had been put in chains and paraded about the streets. Now it seemed Maya, as this widow was known, was racked with remorse at what had happened, and had sent her representatives to Tumanbay with gifts to beg the Sultan for forgiveness.

			Whoever they were – and Basim suspected that if they were from this distant province on the edge of the Empire, they would likely be a self-satisfied bunch of ignorant officials – they would need to be rehearsed in the protocols for being in the presence of the Sultan. That was Basim’s job, something he had studied meticulously, even though he had never actually been in the presence of the Sultan himself, or even into the Hall of a Thousand Pillars where visitors were received. In fact, Basim had only once set eyes on the Sultan – long ago when he was still in the army. It had been at a military parade and the Sultan – a surprisingly frail-looking man, with a long white beard and a bejewelled turban – was sitting on a white stallion some distance away, inspecting the troops.

			Gazing out into the desert, Basim noticed what looked like a merchant caravan approaching through the haze, its heavily laden camels in a long line slowly weaving across the sand to join the highway. Could this be the delegation? It occurred to him that he had no idea what a delegation from the provinces should look like. Would they have a flag of some sort, he wondered.

			‘Officer Basim?’ came a voice from the doorway. It was the guard from the custom house. ‘Message from the palace.’

			‘Yes?’

			‘Your guest is waiting there.’

			Basim frowned.

			‘It seems he came in earlier. Effendi Red is his name.’

			‘And the others? The delegation?’ Basim asked, confused.

			‘I don’t know about any others. I’m just the messenger. You are to return straight away.’

			Basim pushed past the guard and ran down the stairs three steps at a time. He was about to run back to the palace alone, when he remembered the soldiers he had left. He found them waiting in the shade under the main gate.

			‘Come with me. Quickly,’ he ordered, and led the way through the crowds back towards the palace.
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			Ibn Bai

			The builders were still working when Ibn Bai arrived home with his latest consignment. At least that meant the agreement was holding up and his new house would be finished for the arrival of his wife and daughter and the celebration of their daughter’s marriage. He would need to start finalising the agreement; he didn’t want his partner getting cold feet and backing out.

			The doorkeeper had spotted the cart and the big oak gates were swinging open as he approached. Both slaves were silent, although he could occasionally hear the gurgle of the baby, a sound that had always tugged at his heartstrings. The foreman of the pens came scurrying out into the heat and dust from his usual post in the cool shadows.

			‘Ibn Bai, we did not look to receive slaves today.’

			‘Why not? Aren’t we in the slave business?’

			‘Of course, Master, and you are ever on the lookout for a bargain. No one has sharper eyes.’

			Ibn Bai cut him off. ‘Get the man into the pens, water him and be careful, he can be . . . unpredictable.’

			The foreman flicked his fly whisk and a couple of his men unlatched the cage; the man erupted, roaring, fists flying, but he was swiftly and expertly tripped and trapped and bound around with restraints. Ibn Bai jumped down and looked into the glowering face. The man was mouthing in fury but, oddly, his eyes still seemed calm and appraising. Ibn Bai decided that the sooner he was sold on, the better.

			‘Take him away. If he doesn’t settle, flog him.’

			‘If that doesn’t work?’ the foreman asked.

			‘Flog him again, you fool.’ He heard a cry from the cage where the woman still waited with her baby. ‘Bring her inside.’

			He hurried into the house, pausing for a few words with the builder, who proudly pointed out the progress that had been made even in the short time Effendi Ibn Bai had been away conducting his business.

			‘Yes, yes, very good, my friend, carry on.’

			In the big central room mint tea and honey cakes were waiting for him; gratefully he took a sip and told the maid to bring water and a cup. She looked surprised but understanding dawned when the young woman was led in. Ibn Bai felt a spasm of annoyance; the girl thought he was going to use the slave as men did but he never had – . . . well, not since he was married. Barring the odd lapse . . . but no man was perfect.

			‘Hurry, hurry, go.’ Then to the slave, who was clutching the baby to her chest: ‘You can sit. Don’t worry, I’m not going to harm your child. There will be water for you in a moment.’

			She made no movement, merely waited until the maid returned with a pitcher and a clay cup – a servant’s cup, he noted – then she drank gratefully.

			‘Is he your husband?’

			‘My brother.’

			‘And the baby’s father?’

			She said nothing but her blue eyes brimmed with tears that made tracks down her dusty cheeks. She didn’t wipe them away.

			‘Look, it’s just business,’ Ibn Bai said. ‘There’s no need to cry. I’m a merchant.’

			‘And I’m the business.’

			‘Well, yes, that’s what I do. I am the merchant, you are the commodity, do you understand that?’

			‘I understand it very well.’

			‘Then you will understand . . .’ The baby belched and blinked at him. ‘Oh, look, the baby, she’s smiling at me!’ He cooed and clucked to the infant. The woman shrank back. ‘It’s all right, I told you, don’t worry. She reminds me of my own daughter when she was small. The delight of my life. May I hold her?’

			‘Please, no.’

			‘I love babies. I . . .’

			Panic appeared in her eyes and she stood and backed away from him.

			‘Of course, of course.’ He clapped and the maid reappeared.

			‘Sabira, take her to the cages.’

			‘Yes, master.’

			Spitefully, the maid grabbed the woman’s sleeve and pulled her from the room, as if to say: Well, you didn’t get your nasty claws in our master after all!

			Ibn Bai picked up a honey cake and chewed it thoughtfully and thought that he was a fool; he knew well never to get involved with the merchandise, it was the first rule of the business. He sipped some tea and wondered if he would ever learn.

			And yet, all the same, there was something about this pair. He had an eye, it was one of the first things he’d discovered when he was new to the business. He could spot talent, someone out of the ordinary, with potential, and these two had it in abundance. He would waste no time in going to the top, taking them to the palace itself and offering them to the Sultan’s slave master.
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			Basim

			Hot and gasping for breath, Basim stopped running and composed himself as he arrived at the assembly point. Here, those who hoped to gain audience to the Sultan that day, or had appointments or had been summoned, were sorted out and issued with the appropriate passes and guides.

			Basim calmed his breathing and looked around the room for the delegation from Amber. There didn’t appear to be any group without its guide, either a court official or one of the Palace Guard. He pushed through the crowd, circling the room for any unattached delegation. Nothing. Then he saw a figure sitting on a window embrasure. He appeared to be sleeping, his head hanging to one side, saliva dripping into his beard. One man, dusty, travel-stained – could that be it?

			‘Effendi Red?’ Basim enquired.

			The man grunted and his head jerked up. He looked around, uncomprehending, for a moment, then nodded and rose to his feet. He was shorter than average and clearly a devout man, Basim thought, as he was dressed entirely in red and black, the colours of a holy man or pilgrim of some sort.

			‘I have been sent to escort you, effendi. If you will accompany me . . .’

			Yawning, the envoy indicated that Basim should lead the way.

			Often visiting officials were nervous, even shaking at the prospect of coming face to face with the great Sultan al-Ghuri, but Red seemed indifferent. Basim knew that an important part of his job was to impress his guest – and perhaps intimidate him too – with the scale and grandeur of the palace before he came face to face with the Sultan.

			‘The menagerie . . .’ Basim announced, opening a door to a vast covered courtyard filled with trees and exotic birds. ‘The Sultan designed it himself.’ A giraffe strolled by, chewing on some eucalyptus leaves. Great and small birds flew lazily overhead. ‘It’s where our beloved Sultan comes when he needs to relax and think. A kingdom of nature within the walls of the greatest city on earth,’ he added.

			Red nodded politely.

			A family of small monkeys scurried towards them, expecting food. They stopped a few paces away and Basim noticed several pairs of eyes looking out from under their mothers’ bellies. The male of the group approached and held out a hand.

			‘Don’t be alarmed,’ Basim said reassuringly. ‘They are tame.’

			But he wasn’t certain of this and as a precaution quickly guided the envoy out before the monkey got any closer.

			They continued through corridor after corridor, each opening on to chambers more extravagant than the last.

			‘The Gold Room,’ Basim announced, ‘containing treasures from across the Empire and beyond.’ He was confused by Red’s reaction. He barely gave them a look.

			‘And here the hall of mirrors . . .’ Basim said, throwing open another door.

			Perhaps, Basim thought, the man had some religious objection to looking at himself in a mirror for he hurried through, his head down.

			Now they were making their way through a huge vaulted gallery.

			‘This, effendi, is the Sultan’s collection of sculptures from the ancient world . . .’

			They seemed to impress Red even less than the hall of mirrors. Basim felt frustrated not to be able to share his knowledge with this visitor, who seemed too uninterested to enquire about anything. For most people the chance to see within the palace would have been a rare privilege.

			They arrived at a reception room, already crowded with those who would have an audience with the Sultan that morning. There were ambassadors in the exotic costumes of their many nations: religious leaders, sombrely dressed for the most part; merchants from the city itself and also from further afield, some wearing the furred robes of the eastern lands which must, Basim reflected, be impossibly hot; others came from the exotic forests beyond the southern mountains and sported feathered headdresses and robes like the wings of exotic birds. All of them were here to offer submission, alliance, trade, all to become richer or more powerful through their relationship with Tumanbay. Basim gestured towards a jewel-encrusted divan, inviting the envoy to sit. Red remained standing.

			‘When the time comes,’ Basim said, ‘the doors will open and I will announce your name. Only then step forward. The guards will assist you.’ It was also his job to explain the protocol. Usually guests were eager to know how to behave in front of the Sultan. ‘There is a crescent moon in the centre of the throne room floor where you should stand. The guards will guide—’

			‘You’re new, aren’t you?’ interrupted Red, looking directly at Basim for the first time. ‘Recently promoted.’

			‘How did you know?’

			‘You seem so . . . fresh. This is an opportunity for you, isn’t it? You . . . what . . .?’ He came closer. ‘Came from the ranks of the army?’

			Basim nodded. The Palace Guard were supposed to be efficient and polite, but unreadable. He was annoyed with himself for being so transparent. He was annoyed with himself for handling the butcher so badly. And something else was bothering him . . .

			‘It must be a great honour. To be so trusted.’

			‘Yes,’ Basim conceded. ‘One more thing – when we enter the throne room, it is important that you keep your head bowed at all times.’

			‘You know what interests me about Tumanbay?’ Red continued. ‘Even in the short time I have been here, I’ve noticed the way everyone scurries around looking over their shoulders all the time. Why is that?’

			‘I . . . don’t know what you mean, effendi.’ This was becoming dangerous talk. Basim was not going to let himself be drawn into it. ‘We are fortunate to serve under such a mighty and benevolent ruler.’

			‘Of course you are.’ Red’s eyes were piercing, knowing.

			Basim felt a trickle of sweat roll down the back of his neck. He felt the presence of the guards at the door.

			‘Tumanbay is the greatest empire on earth,’ he proclaimed. It was a phrase drilled into every servant of the Empire. ‘And all I desire is to serve my Sultan.’

			He said this loudly enough for the guards to hear. But all he really wanted was to get away from Red. Something about this man made him uneasy. He had cold, unimpressed eyes. He was impossible to read. He didn’t seem like a man who had come to beg forgiveness.

			Red sat on the divan looking down at the mosaic floor, while Basim stood some distance away. They didn’t speak again as the various delegations entered and left. Red was obviously not considered to be of any great importance, as most of the morning had passed before a court chamberlain attracted Basim’s notice and beckoned with a lazy forefinger.

			‘Come,’ Basim beckoned.

			The envoy got up and tucked the silk-covered box he had been carrying under his arm. It was then that Basim realised what had been troubling him.

			‘Gifts are usually handed to the slaves to be presented later,’ he said, pointing at the box.

			‘You want me to entrust this to one of your slaves?’

			‘It’s what visitors normally—’

			‘This is a diplomatic gift from my queen. I am an official of—’

			But before he could finish, or Basim respond, two guards took hold of Red and pulled him forward into the adjoining room, holding his head down so that all he could see were his feet.

			The audience chamber was vast, known as the Room of a Thousand Pillars. There may not have been quite that number, but pillars and intricately decorated arches led away in every direction, avenues that tricked and confused the eye until the beholder simply stopped trying to orientate themselves and gave in to the sheer size and magnificence of the space.

			Red was dragged into position and forced to kneel before a gold and pearl-embroidered curtain.

			‘Effendi Red,’ Basim announced, his voice faltering slightly, he was so overcome by the magnificence of the moment. ‘Emissary of Maya, wife of the late governor of Amber Province.’

			After a moment, the curtain started to ripple, then swept open to reveal the golden throne, surrounded by the Sultan’s personal guard, not one of them less than half as tall again as the average man, their swords the weapons of giants, their ornate headgear lending them even greater height, their robes glimmering like the sun itself.

			And at the centre of all and everything, Sultan al-Ghuri, Lion of Lions, Sultan of Eagles, Destroyer of Enemies, Father of the Peoples, Protector of the Poor, Sword of the Faith, lounged on his throne. It was the first time Basim had seen the Sultan close to: his skin was creased and leathery like an old saddle, but his clothes were bright and youthful. A gold and diamond chain hung from one ear. He had about him the aura of power, as if there was nothing he could not command. Basim felt a wave of loyalty wash over him. This small, elderly man was the earthly embodiment of the whole great Empire of Tumanbay. Centuries of dominance had their centre here, on this throne, in this hall. For a moment Basim could almost feel it, as if he were at the centre of a great whirlpool of stars, each point of light a great sultan or general, scientist or artist from the storied past, whirling away into the vast distances of time.

			Red rose to his feet.

			‘May the Almighty guide and keep you,’ he called out. ‘I trust Your Majesty is in good health.’

			Basim leaped forward and pleaded with the envoy to get back on to his knees. But there was no need; a guard had already grabbed Red by the shoulder and was about to force him down when someone standing close to the Sultan clapped his hands. Immediately the guard backed away.

			‘His Majesty would like an explanation.’

			Basim knew this to be Cadali, the Grand Vizier, the voice of the Sultan on many public occasions.

			‘An explanation?’ Red enquired, calmly unruffling his tunic.

			‘His Majesty would like an explanation,’ Cadali repeated.

			‘I have not come prepared to discuss any business that is not—’

			‘Well, I suggest you get prepared,’ Cadali said, ‘because that is what the Sultan wishes to discuss.’ The rolls of flesh on his neck rippled with barely suppressed fury. ‘And may I suggest you choose your words very carefully. His Majesty is a patient man but this . . . this outrage has—’

			‘Stripped naked! My chosen representative!’ The Sultan was now up on his feet, seething, his eyes popping out of their sockets. ‘Paraded through the streets with a bucket of manure on his head!’

			Red paused before replying.

			‘Regarding that incident—’

			‘That outrage!’ corrected Cadali.

			‘I have no specific details or message to convey from my queen, Your Majesty.’

			‘Your “queen”?’ Cadali lurched back as though he had been slapped in the face.

			‘I think you can take it that her message is implicit in the –’ and he nodded at Cadali – ‘the “outrage”, if you wish, itself.’

			Sultan al-Ghuri sat back on the throne and beckoned Cadali over. They spoke urgently, just out of Red’s earshot.

			After a moment, Cadali turned back and spoke quietly.

			‘His Majesty would like to know the purpose of your visit?’

			‘I’ve come to convey my queen’s detailed instructions.’

			‘What are you talking about?’ the Sultan asked, leaning forward. ‘Instructions for what?’

			‘The surrender of the city. The procedure for handing over control of the palaces, the army, the law courts, all the arms of government . . .’

			Basim looked around the throne room, where the court officials were in various states of bafflement and shock. How could anyone dare to speak like this, he wondered. And without fear or any outward signs of concern.

			‘And of course, His Majesty will wish to know how best to prostrate himself in front of Queen Maya when he presents her with his swords.’

			Several guards had stepped forward and were waiting for the signal to drag him away or spear him. Basim felt a deep sense of alarm growing in the pit of his stomach. Should he act? He hadn’t been trained for this.

			Then al-Ghuri started to laugh. The courtiers, Cadali included, joined in, hesitantly at first. Basim, overwhelmed with relief, started to laugh too.

			‘And tell me,’ al-Ghuri mocked, ‘what will happen if I fail to obey your “queen”’s instructions?’

			‘She will destroy you,’ Red answered without hesitation.

			The throne room was now echoing with laughter. Red was an entertainer surely, brought here to amuse them all, a gift from their benevolent Sultan, and they must show their appreciation.

			Al-Ghuri raised a hand for silence. Immediately the laughter stopped. Cadali approached the throne. Another whispered exchange. Then Cadali turned back to the envoy.

			‘Your “Queen” –’ he let the word hang like a condemned man – ‘seems to be confused.’

			‘Oh yes? How so?’

			‘She is the mere widow of a dead provincial governor. She has no authority to rule in Amber. The Sultan decides who governs his provinces. Over two years we have been sending messages and have had no replies. And now this . . .’

			Red shrugged.

			‘I understand your frustration, Majesty—’

			‘I don’t want your understanding! Tell your whore-bitch queen I’m going to send Qasaba, governor of the Eastern Province, to smash her. Cadali, send orders out to him at once.’

			Cadali nodded and scurried towards the doors.

			‘Don’t bother,’ Red said, glancing down at the silk-covered box tucked under his arm. ‘Why don’t you consult Qasaba on this matter now? I can wait.’

			Al-Ghuri frowned and looked at Cadali for an explanation.

			‘What is he talking about?’

			Red loosened the drawstrings of his box. Instinctively Basim rushed forward.

			‘Please, sir. No gifts here—’

			‘What are you doing?’ demanded the Sultan. ‘What is he doing? Stop him!’

			The guards were approaching from across the room.

			‘Leave your gift, sir,’ Basim pleaded, pulling Red by the arm. ‘You need to come with me now.’

			Red smiled at Basim reassuringly. ‘It’s all right. Really. You have nothing to be alarmed about. He’s here.’

			He reached into the box.

			‘Majesty, why don’t you put your heads together now?’

			Grasping a clump of dark oily hair, he pulled a severed head from the box and tossed it at the Sultan.

			Al-Ghuri recoiled, tripping on the plinth beneath his throne. The head of his most trusted ally landed with a crack and rolled slowly towards him, eyes wide open, staring, empty.

			Dazed, Basim found himself stumbling along a corridor. He imagined what must now be unfolding in the guardroom. Questions . . . Who was responsible for ushering the visitor into the Sultan’s presence? What was his connection to the rebels? He imagined the cold fury of Commander Gregor, pacing back and forth, demanding arrests, witnesses, collaborators. He imagined the interrogation he was sure to receive, enhanced by some contraption of pain. He thought about his beloved Heba and the Frog and the life they now faced through their association with him. Perhaps they would even be brought in front of him and tortured until he confessed his treachery. He caught his reflection in one of the vast mirrors – he fancied it was as pale and lifeless as the severed head. He realised he could no longer save himself, he had to save them.

			Instead of continuing towards the guardroom, he found himself darting down a flight of stone steps. He nodded at the soldier stationed at the side door, then he was striding across one of the service courtyards leading to the outer gates. None of the guards there seemed to notice him. No doubt they hadn’t yet heard what had happened. He needed to act fast; as soon as he was reported missing from duty, every officer, spy and informer in Tumanbay would be out looking for him.

			Now he was on the street, retracing his steps of the morning. It seemed like a lifetime away. And he was back in the narrow lane and could see the Frog sitting alone.

			‘Papa?’ the child muttered, surprised.

			Basim scooped him into his arms and carried him up the stairs to their apartment. Heba was hanging up clothes on the landing.

			‘Basim? Why are you . . .?’

			Grabbing her hand, he pulled her into the apartment and closed the door. Heba stood motionless, sensing catastrophe, as Basim put the Frog down.

			‘I want you to wait here,’ he said as reassuringly as he could. ‘I need to talk to your mama.’

			He led Heba into the other room and started to bundle up some possessions.

			‘You have to leave.’

			‘What?’

			‘Don’t go to your sister’s house. They will come looking for you. Go to one of the travellers’ hostels in Mashuka Street until you can find lodgings. You need to just disappear—’

			‘I don’t understand!’ she cried, tears streaming down her cheeks.

			Basim lifted a floorboard and pulled out a purse.

			‘Take this. It’s everything I’ve saved. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’ve made a terrible mistake . . .’

			Heba reached out to touch him.

			‘It’s all right,’ she said tenderly. ‘If it’s some mistake, surely—’

			But Basim pushed her away. He couldn’t afford to be weak now.

			‘No, it’s not all right,’ he said, keeping his composure. ‘I’m going to be arrested. And then they will come after you and our little Frog. So that’s how it is. I’m sorry. That’s how it is. So go . . .’ He propelled her back towards the front room. ‘For the sake of our child. Go—’

			‘Basim!’

			She tried to embrace him.

			‘Don’t! It’s too late—’

			‘When will we see you?

			He noticed the Frog standing close by, staring at him.

			‘Your mama is taking you out,’ Basim said, trying to smile.

			‘Where?’

			‘A surprise. Go with her, little Frog. You need to hurry.’

			Basim could see tears welling up in the child’s eyes. He was shaking.

			‘But, Papa, I don’t want—’

			‘You’ll enjoy it. Go,’ he said, ushering them both to the door.

			‘I want you to come,’ the Frog protested.

			‘I’ll join you tonight,’ Basim reassured him.

			‘No, you won’t.’

			‘What?’

			Basim stopped. He recognised the tone, the way the Frog spoke when he described his dreams.

			‘You won’t, Papa.’

			Basim stared at the child. He tried to control his breath, to not . . . break. But he could feel his strength dissipating.

			‘What should I do?’ he whispered.

			‘There’s nothing you can do, Papa,’ the Frog replied.

			At that moment there was a loud knock on the door. Basim, Heba and the Frog froze. Could it really be the Palace Guard? Would they have already noticed he was missing?

			Another knock, louder. Basim guided Heba and the Frog through to the back room. The window was open and he stuck his head out to inspect the passageway. It was empty. He helped his wife up and she clambered over the edge. It was only a small jump down. Then Basim lifted the Frog and handed him down to her.

			‘Come with us,’ she urged.

			‘I’ll follow.’

			‘But how will you find us?’

			‘The travellers’ hostels, Mashuka. I’ll find you. Don’t worry. Go, go!’

			He shut the window. The knocking at the front door was more urgent. Basim collected himself, then went through to the front room and opened the door. There were two officers of the Palace Guard waiting.

			‘Officer Basim?’ one of them enquired coldly.

			Basim nodded. ‘Yes. I’m ready. I’ll come with you now.’

			He stepped out onto the landing, closing the door behind him.

		

	
		
			7

			Qulan

			The blade of the spade bit into the black soil. Qulan grunted and lifted the weight, twisting the shaft, dumping the earth onto a waiting pile. He stepped back and regarded the hole he had dug. The sun beat down on his naked shoulders and he took a rag from a bucket of water, held it above his head and squeezed out the drops, then wiped his face. He measured the hole with the spade to check it was deep enough and, thrusting his hands into a bulging hessian sack, scooped up a pile of manure, scattering it carefully where it wouldn’t touch the tender roots and burn them but would provide food for growth.

			‘Well, well, General Qulan, caught at last with shit on his hands.’

			Qulan grunted and turned back to the sapling which he placed carefully in its bed, kicked soil in until the ground was level and then took the bucket and watered the earth.

			‘So, what brings you to my garden, brother? Have you came to arrest me and carry me off to your torture chambers?’

			Gregor stood under the leaves of an olive tree. Even so, his cold dark eyes glittered in the shade, his gaze level and chilly in the sun.

			‘As far as I know it’s not a crime to plant an orchard. It could, of course, only be a matter of time.’

			Qulan gently tamped down the damp earth with the sole of his sandal and nodded, satisfied with his work. He took up his shirt and the bucket, threw the spade to his brother and set off back towards the house.

			‘You can carry that, do some honest work. You might even get some honest dirt on your hands for a change.’

			He laughed drily. As he crossed the courtyard he stopped by the fountain and leaned under its spray, washing the sweat from his back and chest, before putting his shirt on and going inside.

			Gregor leaned the shovel against the base of the fountain and followed him in. Manel, Qulan’s daughter, stood waiting in the shady room, a smile on her face.

			‘Uncle, welcome. Mama is at the market but I know she would wish me to give you her salutations.’

			It was rare in Tumanbay to find an official’s wife who still did her own shopping. It was considered demeaning, a shameful thing, but General Qulan had never been a man to follow either fashion or the common rule; he went his own way and took his family with him.

			‘Manel, you are cool water on a hot day. I’m sad that you are too old to enjoy sweets any more, otherwise I would . . .’

			Her expression was comical and he couldn’t help smiling as he produced the silver-wrapped mamoul.

			‘I can see through you every time, Uncle.’

			‘Then why the look of discontent?’

			‘Because it’s what you expect, of course!’ She laughed. So did he. Was he that transparent to this sixteen-year-old girl?

			‘You are wise beyond your years, Manel. You should be the general and your father could give his time to his gardens.’

			Quietly she said: ‘Sometimes I think he’d be happier if he could. But go through, there will be coffee.’

			Gregor reflected that the only time he ever laughed was in his brother’s house, but that was the price of the life he had chosen. He and Qulan had taken different routes in their lives, the private and the public, but had always supported each other even if they rarely agreed about anything other than their personal survival. It helped, perhaps, that neither had any illusions about the other.

			Qulan had once said: ‘No one can lead men and women successfully unless they have a heart.’

			Gregor had replied: ‘And no one can torture information from them unless they haven’t.’

			Qulan’s room was a cool darkness lit only by fugitive bars of sunlight falling from the shutters. Motes of dust danced in their brightness.

			‘Sit. You’ll have coffee.’ It wasn’t a question and he didn’t wait for an answer.

			A servant placed the small cup in front of his brother and left the room silently. A tiny rock of sugar-crystal lay in the bowl of a silver spoon in the saucer. It was how he always served it to Gregor, a reminder of who they once were and where they had come from.

			Gregor dipped the spoon into the thick, black liquid, watched the sugar-crystal darken, then crunched it and for a moment saw himself and Qulan as the boys they had been when they had first arrived in Tumanbay.

			Two child-slaves sitting in the kitchens of their new master, wondering if the life-and-death struggles they had endured to reach this place would be worth it or if they would have done better to die on the icy passes of the mountains they had crossed. Their master had entered and placed in front of each of them a crystal of sugar and a needle.

			He had said: ‘Tumanbay is your world now. You make of it what you wish – eat the sugar or prick yourself with the needle and escape to Paradise. A willing slave is worth a hundred who are not. If you choose to die, I will have lost a few gold coins but if you stay, I will expect a return for my investment. I will want your loyalty now and later. In Tumanbay, a wise man makes allies of those he buys, a fool will walk alone. A willing slave can rise to any heights, an unwilling one may as well die for all the suffering he will endure. I give you this gift of choice. Take it.’

			And Gregor had looked at Qulan – two boys who had come from the cold lands in search of hope – and together they had picked up and crunched the sugar.

			‘From now on you will be as brothers,’ their master had said. ‘You will trust and help each other with all things. If you do that, you will survive and thrive in Tumanbay.’

			Now, in these days, Qulan was a man with many allies; Gregor had always walked alone and yet together, they had survived.

			‘So, why are you here, Gregor?’

			‘Does there have to be a reason?’

			‘With you, there’s always a reason. Always has been, always will be.’

			‘You’ve heard about this uprising in Amber?’

			‘Of course. Maya, wife of a dead governor, challenging the Sultan’s authority . . . His representative insulted. Buckets of horse shite. From what I recall, the governor was a useless fellow – one of the Sultan’s favourites, promoted way above his ability. Should have got rid of him when he was still alive and there wouldn’t have been any trouble.’

			‘Well, there’s trouble now, Qulan, a shite load of it.’ Gregor went through the events of the morning for his brother.

			‘Aren’t you supposed to stop this kind of thing?’

			‘I wasn’t there. Fortunately. It was simply a normal audience session, people from all over the Empire come to offer loyalty, gifts, present petitions and apologies.’

			‘But not severed heads on the marble floor. Very untidy, doesn’t look good, Gregor. Looks slack but then it is slack.’ Qulan stood abruptly and walked to the windows. He threw open the shutter and sunlight flooded in. He stood with his back to Gregor, looking out as if he could see all the way to Amber. ‘The whole damned Empire is slack. The way they’ve treated the army is only one indication. Frankly I’m surprised there haven’t been more revolts and insurrections out there in the marches. When the centre is weak and corrupt, people start to see opportunity.’

			‘It sounds like you’ve given it some thought, brother?’

			‘This empire was built on its soldiers, Gregor, on the skills and the loyalty of a slave army in which any man or woman could rise to the top through their own ability—’

			‘As we did,’ Gregor said.

			‘And I should have added cunning. But yes. That’s what made Tumanbay what it is. Now, from what I hear, that woman Shajah has plans to install her brat as heir to the Sultan.’
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