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Author’s Note

A synopsis of John Bessarion’s previous adventures can be found here: https://suzannahrowntree.weebly.com/asitlfeatures.html





Chapter I.

Beirut, AD 1290


Eschiva of Ibelin stretched a little further, trying to keep her balance on the springy bough beneath her foot. The fingers of her right hand dug into the rough bark of the orange-tree; those of her left merely brushed against the dew-wet rind of the season’s first orange for a long, tantalising moment before, with a grunt, she scrabbled the fruit into her hand and yanked. For a long time the fruit resisted her, its stem green and springy with new sap. Then it sprang free. The branch that bore it rebounded, scattering petals from its clusters of spring blossom.

“That hurt,” said an accusing voice from the foot of the trunk. Eschiva jumped; she had thought herself safe from the watching eyes of any of her small army of attendants, nurses, tutors, and playfellows. When she peered through the green branches to the foot of the great tree, she found a boy staring up at her with accusing eyes.

He had to be her own age, but he did not look like any of her playfellows; he had black eyes, softly rounded features and a skin that glowed richly dark beneath the overcast sky. He looked exactly like the Abyssinian merchants who lived in the city, trading purest gold and ivory for pottery, glassware and books; or like the Nubian ambassador who had come to propose a war with Egypt in the year the great comet predicted disaster—the year her father died.

Eschiva might only be a child and the younger sister of the great Lady of Beirut, but that made her the equal of any prince or lordling in the world. So she said, sugary-sweet: “I am so very sorry. Were you bruised by a falling blossom?”

The boy laughed and said, “I’m Ibrahim. What’s your name?”

Eschiva put her back to the trunk of the old orange-tree and crouched down, digging her fingernails into the orange-rind. A spray, rich with the scent of citrus, burst into her face. She licked her lips and savoured the bitter oils as a prelude to the cold sweetness that awaited her. 

“I’m Eschiva,” she said. “My sister is Isabella of Ibelin, the Lady of Beirut, and I am her only heir.” She swept out a hand yellow with citrus oil, flicking drops of scent towards the orange-tree, the pleasure-garden tucked like a secret into the great wall, and above all the great palace that overshadowed them, its pale stone ornamented with long galleries of airy open windows. “This is my home. What are you doing here?”

“I came to warn you,” Ibrahim said. Eschiva startled, for his voice had changed. It now seemed to echo in the very stones of the fortress around them; it boomed like thunder in a suddenly-darkened sky. “They are within the palace, seeking my life. In God’s name, Eschiva, awake.” 

Her heart bucked like a frightened horse.


***

It must be the dead of night; her ladies breathed steadily from their couches along the wall, and she could not even hear the chant of Vigils from the chapel. Her chamber was lit only by a glimmer of moonlight. Eschiva was on her feet, clutching her racing heart. It took her a moment to recall where she was— who she was. She was a grown woman and no child—she had two sons of her own. Her sister was dead and now she was the Lady of Beirut, a title which lay as heavy on her as the eyes of her enemies and the hopes of her people. And Ibrahim—Ibrahim was a memory she had not dared to stir up in years.

They are within the palace, seeking my life. 

It was only a dream. Her weary body begged for more sleep. If she left now, her bed would be cold when she returned. Eschiva shivered, feeling the nip in the late October air that promised frosts to come. She should lie down again. She should find rest while she could, for God knew the day would bring none.

I came to warn you. In God’s name, awake.

And if it wasn’t merely a dream? Eschiva shivered, not wanting to believe. She recalled the terror in her mother’s eyes whenever she spoke of the boy that no one else could see. The boy her uncle had explained as a child’s fancy, but the chaplain had called a fiend…

Eschiva had never been able to understand how Ibrahim could have been either. He was quite different to the friends of her imagination, which had never shown such a vexing mind of their own; neither was there anything even slightly fiendish about him—no horns, no lies, no face growing in his belly or groin.

Sighing, Eschiva reached for the robe at the foot of her bed. As her hands sank into the luxurious pile of grey squirrel fur, the words echoed in her mind once more.

They are within the palace.

Her whole body turned cold. Eschiva dropped the robe and found a plain woollen cote to pull on over her shift. A garment she’d had her ladies lay out for the morrow’s journey into the mountains, a penitential visit to the Monastery of the Holy Saviour where orgulous raiment would not be appropriate. Dressed like a shadow, Eschiva slipped from the dark sanctuary of her chamber. There was a deadly hush upon the air: none of her ladies stirred.

The chamber opened onto a long gallery that ran the length of the wall in which the palace had been built, jutting north from the city of Beirut along a promontory towards the sea. On this side of the wall, the gallery overlooked the small pleasure-garden, a terrace tucked into the space between palace and harbour. Beyond, fitful moonlight straggled between the clouds to illuminate the rooves and domes of the city to her left. There was little to reveal the sea to her left, or the distant mountains to her right. 

Eschiva bent from the arched gallery to gaze down upon the the garden, where the ancient tree was still in bloom. All seemed peaceful. A faint scent of orange-blossom drifted up towards her. Then, after a moment, she caught a snatch of talk from further down the gallery.

“What do you think? If we pull this off, will the master grant your boon?”

It was a woman’s voice, which might have set Eschiva at her ease, except that it was speaking the tongue of the Saracens. Of course there were few, even in Christian Beirut, who did not speak the Arabic tongue; whether by accident or design, centuries of Saracen occupation had eradicated the native languages, driving them into the churches where they survived only as liturgical relics. 

But the occupiers now were Eschiva and her kin, and they spoke a type of Frankish. The harder the Saracens pressed on her borders, and the more demands they made, for lands and rents, the less inclined she was to hear Arabic spoken in her own palace. So a bolt of fear and outrage ran through her when she heard that voice. 

“Who are you, to speak that tongue in the very house of the Ibelins?” she called out.

The murmurs paused, and Eschiva swept towards the two dark shapes that stood by the threshold of the great audience-hall which was the wonder of the East. A man and a woman, she judged from their dim silhouettes, and from the low mutter which had answered the woman. For a moment there was a watchful stillness about the intruders. Then the woman said, “Lord, madame, I thought I should die of fright! Are you a servant of the Lady’s?”

The intruder’s Frankish was fair, but still heavily accented; and, Eschiva thought, a little archaic, as though it had been learned from someone who had not been in Christian lands many years. That, together with the woman’s talk of masters and boons, had her thoroughly on her guard. Surely the sultan of Egypt would not have sent a woman as a hired killer—but perhaps she was a former servant in the palace who had been subverted. As for the man who hovering at the woman’s shoulder, he did not speak. But there was a silent menace in the very fact of his presence.

In Acre barely twenty years ago, the son of the king of England had nearly been stabbed to death in his own bedchamber. A strong and vigorous knight, the prince had managed to defend himself with fist and steel. Eschiva must trust to other weapons: her voice, which she must make as light and careless as she might, and her wits, which she must file to a razor sharpness. She might call for her guards, of course. There ought to be at least one man on duty at the far end of the gallery, and more in the guardhouse above the main entrance. Had this happened to her father, or to any other of her glorious forbears, they would only have had to lift their voice to summon the lances of all the East to their aid. 

But the Ibelin fortunes had declined since her father’s day: Eschiva was no longer undisputed mistress in her own city. She had an Egyptian minister in her council, and an Egyptian garrison stationed within the walls of Beirut itself. The days were past that the Lady of Beirut could order passing Saracens seized and flogged on suspicion of being Assassins, even if they had intruded upon her privy chambers.

Think of it as a game, she told herself, with a wry inward smile. 

“You have no notion what a hard taskmistress she is,” said Eschiva, with a sigh. “Here it is not yet Vigils, and my lady lies awake worrying over her pet bitch which is to whelp at any moment, and sends me running down to the kennels to see if the creature is yet living. What’s your business here? Don’t tell me you’re here on a wager to steal fruit from the Old Lord’s orange-tree. That’s the third time in as many years.”

There was another breathless silence. In Eschiva’s mind, she repeated a few lines of the Our Father, feeling that she needed to make up for her lies.

Then, thank heaven, the Saracen woman accepted the explanation she had offered. “They say the fruit bestows long life, madame. And there is sickness in our household.”

The Old Lord, John of Ibelin, Eschiva’s great-grandfather, had planted the tree seventy years ago when he was building the palace. It had been a gift from his foster-sister, Marta the Knight, the White Watcher. Seventy years was a long life for an orange-tree, but the tree showed no signs of age or weakness. In this regard, it seemed likely to outdo the Ibelins themselves.

Perhaps these spies really did have business with her family’s most enduring talisman. Eschiva bit her lip, weighing once more her courses of action. No: she could not call her guards, could not lay violent hands on these people, until she knew for certain what they planned to do.

“Come along, then,” she said. “The tree grows here in the garden beneath. You may pluck a fruit, but then you must go.”

In the shadows, the shape of the man moved to follow her. It was only then that Eschiva perceived how tense had been his stance a moment before.

It was only then that she saw a glint of steel from the lance in his hands.





Chapter II.

For Saif’s sake, Soraya was glad to see him come off his guard. Had this servant woman suspected them—or worse, called the guards—then they might have had to kill her, rather than fail in their mission. And despite all the orders their mutual master could give, Soraya knew that her friend loathed shedding blood nearly as much as she did. 

They might yet be forced to kill the Frankish woman. She and Saif had indeed come to steal a fruit from the Old Lord’s orange-tree; but it was no part of their master’s plan to leave the orange-tree standing once they had done so. In the satchel slung across Soraya’s shoulder was a pot of naphtha; nestled beside that was steel and flint. No part of the tree must be left intact, save the single fruit it was their mission to carry back to Cairo.

Another dangerous mission, steeped in blood, carried out to some greater end they would never be permitted to know. She and Saif were merely blind tools in the hands of the sorcerer who now called himself al-Ashraf Khalil, the prince who stood ready to seize the throne of Egypt whenever the sultan himself should perish. There was no reward for themselves in such business. They must tiptoe into the territory of their enemies, drink blood, and set a trail of fire behind them as they made their retreat. Back in Egypt, no high office, no glory, no thanks would await them. Only boredom, anonymity, and the next deadly mission, whenever the sorcerer chose to make use of them.

Had it been Soraya’s choice, she would have rebelled. She would have flown for the desert, or across the sea, or into Tartar-held Khorasan. Cairo might be the greatest city of the world, but Soraya dreamed of seeing distant lands—the gold fields of Great Zimbabwe, the palaces of Xanadu, the grand jousts of Paris. A djinn like herself had a thousand lifetimes and a thousand forms in which to explore them; she might become a nun in Thibet, a pearl-fisher in Ceylon, or a pirate in the far, icy Baltic.

But she could never leave Cairo while Khalil had her and Saif bound together on such a short leash. Nor could she divert herself with some cunning subversion of their mission. If she should by accident raise the alarm, or in a moment of mischief eat the orange, she would only harm her friend.

A shame. There was nothing better than a freshly-plucked orange, cold with dew.

Therefore, as Soraya followed the Frankish woman down a flight of sandstone steps into the palace’s small pleasure-garden, she kept her thoughts on the mission.

“Why are you helping us?” she asked the servant, rather suspiciously. Even if the Lady of Beirut was a hard task-mistress, it seemed strange that a servant on a midnight errand should turn aside to help a pair of strangers steal a fruit.

“What else am I going to do?” the servant asked. With the cat-like eyes Soraya had crafted for tonight’s work, she could see the woman as a pale grey shadow wearing a smile that was more than a little cat-like itself. “Call the guards and have you thrown into prison? Flogged, perhaps? Don’t be foolish. My mistress has enough trouble-makers in her cells as it is.”

Saif accompanied them blindly in the dark, tapping with the iron-shod butt of the Lance as he felt his way down the steps. The mortal eyes he was born with must barely be able to see in this fitful light; but Soraya noticed them flicking towards her all the same. She felt his incredulity, yet the woman’s amusement seemed perfectly sincere. Likely the Lady of Beirut was a querulous, anxious sort of person, who kept her servants so much on the run that they would be glad to let slip what they could.

At any rate…Soraya sighed. If the woman tried to make trouble later, Saif carried the Lance. She ran her tongue over her teeth, bracing herself against the impending taste of blood. As an enslaved djinn, Soraya was bound to the vessel of Saif’s lance. Not only was she bound to obey his every command and render him her own strength and immortality through the soul tether that linked them, but she also tasted every drop of blood he shed. 

They had to get free of this torment—free of Khalil. Somehow. Sometime.

In the gallery the air had been still, but in the garden it stirred with strong and fitful breezes. Hot and cold they blew, salty and citrus; for an instant, Soraya had the wild notion that there was a great beast coiled in the garden with them, breathing down their necks. A cloud drifted from the face of the waxing moon, revealing thick turf, low fragrant hedges of rosemary and lavender, pencil cypresses, and in the very midst of the garden the great orange-tree itself, reigning like a king. Its broad-spreading branches were still white with blossom, despite the swelling fruit peeping here and there from the boughs. At the sight of the noble old tree, Soraya felt a pang of helpless rage. Was it not enough that she and Saif should be forced to shed the blood of mortals? Must they destroy the very fruit-trees, also?

“This is the tree,” the servant-woman said, coming to a halt.

Saif sent Soraya another glance. “Can you pluck it?” he asked, careful not to phrase it as a command. Seeing his fist tight around the Lance, Soraya wished she could send the servant on her way in ignorant safety. But how would she do so without arousing suspicion? With a sigh, she moved towards the tree.

A cloud moved over the moon. A hot breath lifted her hair—and in the darkness, she knew.

There was Something in the garden with them. Some one. 

Soraya’s heart slid into her throat, slow and sickening. She knew now the meaning of their bizarre quest; she knew they had been sent, all blind and unprepared,, into greater peril than they had imagined.

“Saif,” she said, turning to her friend.

“Hurry,” he told her, not hearing the sound of warning in her voice. It wasn’t meant as a command; but the magic that bound them knew no better. It picked up her feet, marching her nearer the tree, stretching out her fingers.

Steal a fruit from a palace? Soraya had scoffed, when Saif first told her of their mission. Why does Khalil need an immortal and a djinn to do that?

Except that she wasn’t stealing a fruit from a palace.

She was stealing it from a fellow djinn.

The command closed her hand around a smooth, aromatic globe. She thought the tree fought her, clinging stubbornly to its burden. She thought the branches groaned as she tugged. She thought the air took on an angry hush…

Briefly, the fruit glowed hot and golden, a lamp in her hand that traced every bone within the flesh and sent stark black shadows racing through the garden. Then the globe snapped from its branch, shaking blossoms down on her face. In the same instant the light was snuffed out.

There was a muffled exclamation from Saif behind her. The sound was swallowed by a wailing wind as cold as malice. 

Soraya recoiled from the tree as the command released her. For an instant she had no notion what to do next. Run? Shout? Fling her pot of naphtha at the tree and hope the other djinn’s outrage summoned an ill-judged bolt of lightning? Throw herself on her face, begging for mercy, until the djinn reduced them to ashes and consumed their spirits?

There was barely time to list her choices, and none to choose among them. The wind shrieked about them, whipping a cloud from the earth to blot out the moonlight. In the midst of that seething cloud the tree’s fruits illuminated like lanterns. There in the darkness loomed a great shadowy figure like a man.

Soraya looked up into a gigantic, oddly calm face. For a moment her mind was nearly a blank. She had the sudden horrible certainty that something like this had happened to her before: she felt the sticky tug of a malicious spirit sinking its teeth into hers, attempting to absorb her. The lost memory rose up and ambushed her; she could neither move nor speak.

Then Saif was beside her, brandishing the Lance. “There is no God but God!” he exclaimed. “Surrender, afrit, and do not imagine that you frighten us!”

It was almost as thought he expected to face such a being.

Before she could recover from that surprise, another followed fast on its heels: “I know you, John Bessarion,” rumbled the djinn.

Soraya’s heart leapt; she felt as though it was about to be dragged from her body. That name! Why did that name touch her like flame to naphtha? 

Saif said in a ragged voice, “You know nothing about me, afrit. I slay Bessarions wherever I find them.”

“And I know you,” the giant boomed. Soraya flinched as his eyes fixed upon her—but there was nothing threatening in his gaze, nothing voracious or angry. There was only pity—and not a little awe. “The seventh sister, who has fallen from the stars.”

Again, the djinn’s words touched her to the quick—save that this time, she felt as though words were on the tip of her tongue, heavy with import, incapable of utterance. The stars. Wasn’t that the meaning of her own name?

Who was he, this djinn who could undo her with a word?

“Don’t listen, Soraya,” Saif said, urgently, in her ear. His own hands were white on the haft of the Lance. “Quickly, the naphtha. There’s nothing it can do to stop us.”

Soraya was not so certain. Perhaps the djinn could not touch Saif; mortals were less vulnerable to spirits. But she was no mortal.

“I was a slave of Khalil’s once, mortal,” said the djinn, with a dogged kind of weariness, “until your own mother set me free and planted me in this garden. You can burn my tree, but you cannot force me to take refuge in the fruit. Better a hell of my own choosing than captivity in that house.”

“He’s lying,” Saif said. “The naphtha, Soraya!”

But this was more than Soraya could bear. “Saif,” she choked. “We can’t. Not when he’s already escaped once.”

“He’s a djinn—you can’t believe him!”

“I’m a djinn!” she responded, stung. “And even if he’s lying, how can we do it to him, when we’re so desperate to escape ourselves? Besides, didn’t you hear? He knew your mother.”

“He’s lying!” Saif roared—had she ever heard him raise his voice before? In the same moment he reached for the strap of her satchel, issuing a rare intentional command. “Give me the naphtha! Quickly!”

“I speak only truth,” the djinn said. “Disregard me at your peril. I will accept death, and gladly.”

“And what will Khalil say to that?” Soraya put in, even as the command forced her to surrender the satchel. “Think, Saif.”

Pot of naphtha in his hand, he paused, staring with wild eyes from herself to the djinn of the orange tree.

“Al-Ashraf will make it worth your while,” Saif told the djinn. “His service is not so bad.”

The djinn made a derisive sound. “Spoken like one who has never known freedom.”

For a moment there was silence. Then from the wall above the garden came the sound of tramping feet.

“They’re after us,” Soraya said. It struck her that they were now alone in the garden. “Where did that servant go?”

The light of the orange-tree snuffed out as a gust of wind dissipated the dust-cloud that had shrouded them from view. The djinn vanished. A column of soldiers hurried down the narrow stair into the garden. 

With an angry mutter, Saif threw the pot towards her. “Set the fire,” he ordered, brandishing the Lance. He turned to face the soldiers as his command forced her to uncork the jar, to empty it upon the earth. Soraya bit her lip under her breath as she fumbled within the bag for steel and flint. Saif knew what effect his words had upon her. He must be terribly frightened, if he had forgotten himself so far as to command her, not once, but twice… 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered to the djinn. “We suffer too, if we try to defy Khalil.”

“What’s the meaning of this?” The voice that cut across the garden, to Soraya’s surprise, spoke Arabic like a Cairene. “You—woman! Cease that at once!”

Soraya only wished that she could. In her hands the stone and flint cracked. A spark caught in the oil-laden grass, in the boughs overhead. The flames roared suddenly high. She snatched her hands away as the command left her.

At the rushing sound of flames, Saif turned to see the fire devouring a rosemary-bush at some distance from the orange-tree itself.

“What have you done?” he demanded. “We were supposed to burn the tree!”

“You told me to set a fire—you didn’t say where. I’ve asked you not to command me. Look—that djinn is right. It’s better this way.”

“As God wills it, but we’ll speak of this later,” Saif said with grim resignation as the guards surrounded them. Soraya shrugged. If he hadn’t insisted on her setting the fire, they might already have made their escape. Then they would have been free to consider their options, consult with their master, and try again if there was no other way. It was Saif’s fault they were in this fix; she had only saved him from making the mess worse. He would admit it himself once he had had the chance to cool his wits.

The night was not done with surprises. In the glare of the fire, the guards that surrounded them wore the silken tunics and white turbans of Egyptian mamluks. There was also a plump official in the blue turban of a Copt—doubtless one of the many Egyptian Christians who served in the sultan’s bureaucracy. Only three Franks accompanied him: the serving-woman from before and two Frankish guards that accompanied her.

The Copt uttered a grunt of surprise when he saw Saif’s face.

“Al-Rafiq!” he exclaimed in bewilderment. “Al-Rafiq Saif al-Din! What is a mamluk of al-Ashraf doing in Beirut? Setting fires to a pleasure-garden, no less?”

Saif, who had dropped into a fluid fighting-stance, seemed to congeal in amazement.

Soraya herself was curious as to the presence of an Egyptian garrison, and an Egyptian minister, in Frankish-ruled Beirut. But now was not the time to ask.

“Is this man a friend of yours?” asked the serving-woman, with cool amusement. Or not a serving-woman, Soraya thought, now that she saw her by firelight. The tone of her voice was too authoritative, the wool of her gown too fine, her skin too white and soft for that. A lady in waiting, perhaps. Or…

Surely not.

“I beg your pardon, my lady Eschiva,” the Copt said, bowing to the Frankish woman. “Please be assured that I had no notion of this man’s coming. I am as mystified as you. But you must rest assured that Sultan Qalawun will take the matter very seriously; very seriously indeed.”

Eschiva. That name Soraya had heard, and recently. Eschiva of Ibelin, the ruling Lady of Beirut, cousin to the king of Cyprus and Jerusalem. Now savouring the prisoners’ evident astonishment with another small, catlike smile.

“In that case, I’ll turn them over to your people,” said the Lady with a lazy flutter of her hand. She must have taken advantage of the djinn’s appearance just now to run and call—not her own guards, but the Egyptians quartered upon her. Soraya had to admire the mortal’s presence of mind—not only to make good her escape in the face of an angry djinn, but to summon guards Saif could not possibly lift a hand against.

“They’ve done no irreparable damage,” the Lady added. “But I’ll expect a good explanation as to why a man from the household of—al-Ashraf, did you say? The sultan’s heir?—should be committing arson upon my poor rosemary bushes. Thank you; you may go.”





Chapter III.

It seemed that there was a Mamluk barracks in Beirut, in the city itself not far from the castle. The amir in command was not in a good mood to begin with, having been dragged from his bed in the dead hours. When he heard Saif’s excuses, he was further enraged.

“Beirut is not ours yet,” the amir thundered. “Nor is al-Ashraf yet sultan! Perhaps he never will be, as God wills it! Who does he think he is, sending his mamluks to trample all over the sultan’s peace with Beirut? Take them away!”

They were parted, of course, and Soraya was sent to a cell of her own, where she tapped her foot in some impatience until she felt the soul tether snap tight, tearing her spirit free of its temporarily-assumed mortal body. For a moment she was adrift in the shadowy world of the spirit, surrounded by lights; on the east horizon was a restless glow she guessed to be the djinn of the orange-tree. Then she was snatched into her vessel, the Lance; and a moment later Saif summoned her out again into the lamplight of a bare but comparatively comfortable guest-room.

“Look who’s getting special treatment! They put me in a feed-storeroom,” Soraya greeted him, putting her hands on her hips. In order to create a body, she had been forced to use the soil from a potted lemon-tree in the arched window; she was in consequence a little undersized.

“I’m not sure they knew what to do with a female prisoner,” Saif replied. He pulled his black turban from his shaved head and tossed it onto his bed, then dragged both his long, sinewy hands down his face with a gesture of defeat. “Do you really think that creature would have chosen Hell over slavery?”

Soraya couldn’t understand his perplexity, but it was better than outrage. Then she wondered, with a jolt of confusion, why she should fear his outrage. For as long as she remembered, Saif had only ever been a kind and gentle friend to her.

Hadn’t he?

“Of course he would,” she said, a little impatiently. “Wouldn’t you? Terrible as Hell might be, at least one would always know that it was one’s own choice. But you’ve been a slave, the same as me. You know what it’s like.”

Saif only looked more puzzled still. “But it’s Hell,” he said earnestly. “God is merciful! Who in their right mind would choose such a thing? Wait—is this another of the things you say that sound serious but are not?”

“I’m not being sarcastic, Saif! Slavery is the hell he knows. Of course he won’t go back to it.” Soraya ran a hand through the short hair she had given her dwarfish form. She had truly expected him to understand better than this. “I don’t know—maybe he isn’t in his right mind. Maybe slavery does that to you.”

Saif threw up his hands. “Perhaps you are right. Better to play it safe, anyway. I can’t afford to disappoint al-Ashraf—not this time. He wanted the afrit brought safely to Cairo; if it chose Hell instead…”

His voice trailed away, as though the alternative was too terrible to contemplate. Soraya watched him, wondering whether he was simply lost for words…or whether there was something he was hiding from her.

Such as, for instance, the truth of what they had been ordered to steal.

“You knew,” she said in a low voice. “You knew that the mission was never simply about an orange.”

The fruit was still in the satchel, which lay upon the bed. With a sound of disgust, Soraya fished it out and tore it apart. Cold juice spurted over her hands, and then her chin, as she tore into the flesh within.

Saif made no move to stop her. But he gave her no explanation, either—and even the fruit, shockingly sweet and shockingly cold, turned to dust in her mouth.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked, angry at herself for sounding so upset. “I could have advised you. I could have spared you this,” and she waved her hand around the locked room. 

“I couldn’t,” he muttered. “Al-Ashraf forbade it.”

“Then al-Ashraf is a fool, and you’re another, for obeying him!” The silence swept out, and it was only in the stillness that Soraya knew why the thing had upset her so much. “I thought we were friends.”

“We are,” he replied at once. “Can’t you trust me, just this once? How long have we known each other?”

She had been about to soften. To say that she did trust him—because she did, because there was a vast longing welling up inside her that had only him to fix upon. But that last question arrested her.

“Less than a year,” she said. He looked a little taken aback at that. “Or did you forget that your master wiped all my memories clean? All I have is… feelings. And I don’t know where they come from, or who they’re for.” She gave a shaky laugh, unable to describe how those feelings of terror had ambushed her beneath the orange-tree, when she was so sure that the djinn would consume her.

“Sometimes,” she whispered, “I wonder whether it’s really you that is my friend at all.” Or whether there was someone else, someone she had lost…

Saif paled until his skin, even in the gilded lamplight, appeared the colour of putty. “Soraya,” he protested. “I can’t—I don’t pretend to replace the friends you’ve lost. You’ve lived a long life, after all. But believe that I am your friend.”

She felt sorry, then, for her distrust. “I know you are. But you commanded me tonight; more than once. And you kept things from me. Am I your friend, or is Khalil?”

He blinked at her, as though the question had caught him entirely unawares. Then he struck his forehead and said, “Khalil! I promised to report to him at dawn.”

She knew that it was a distraction, but she sighed and allowed it. “Then you'd best hurry,” she said, nodding towards the grey light creeping in at the window. Saif needed no urging: he reached into his satchel and drew out the silver scrying-bowl, filling it with water from the jug. For a moment they waited in silence, and then Soraya felt the slightly nauseating tug of power as the bowl’s mate in Cairo connected with this one.

Al-Ashraf Khalil’s voice echoed, slightly muffled, from the water. “You’re late.”

Saif had stiffened, watchful and nervous as always when speaking to his master. “I apologise, my lord. We ran into trouble and had to withdraw.”

“Trouble? What trouble? I was reliably informed that the tree was in fruit.”

“It was, my lord, and we secured a fruit. However…” Saif sent Soraya an appealing look, but she only made an innocent face and stuffed another segment of orange into her mouth. It was, praise God, none of her business to keep their master happy. “The afrit itself refused to take up residence within, even on pain of death. After what happened in Tripoli, I didn’t want to risk driving it out of the world.”

There was a long, seething silence. “Say the word,” Saif added, “and, God willing, I will return and destroy the tree.”

“No,” Khalil said at once. “You did well. Some things cannot be forced. No matter. Beirut itself will be ours soon enough, and the djinn Ibrahim along with it.”

“The sultan is planning an assault on Beirut, then?”

“On Beirut? Don’t be stupid. He already has a garrison in the city and the lion’s share of the rents. No. Thanks to us, the amirs have given Qalawun permission to march against Acre.”

Thanks to Saif and herself, Soraya thought, recalling last month’s mission. The taste of blood was metallic in her memory… So that was the point of all that bloodshed: to give the sultan a pretext for his excursion against Acre. She wondered whether Qalawun would ever know the extent to which his heir—or the sorcerer who now wore the face of that heir—was quietly manipulating his actions. 

Acre, she remembered well: a great sprawling port city that had outgrown one set of walls and was busy outgrowing a second. Spices, textiles, sugar, pottery, and slaves poured through its markets from Asia to Europe, leaving its king richer than some emperors. Of course, it was the slaves Qalawun was most worried about, for they were the greatest weakness of his empire. Without slaves, there could be no mamluks, and without mamluks, there could be no sultan. With the Tartars and Genoese tightening their grip on the other slave routes running north through the Black Sea, Acre’s slave market could not be left to Christian masters.

At their master’s words of approval, Saif bowed his head. “I am glad,” he said in a stifled voice, “to be of some poor service to my lord.”

From across the room, Soraya waved her hands and mouthed exaggerated words: Ask him! With his eyes, Saif begged her not to interrupt.

“Return at once to Cairo,” Khalil directed, apparently unaware of these signals. “Qalawun is ailing. There are great matters afoot, and little time for me to see to them.”

“Saif!” Soraya hissed, when the light faded from the depths of the silver bowl, and they found themselves once more alone in the room. “Why didn’t you ask that boon of yours? Have you ever seen the old sphincter in a better mood?”

“Soraya! You can’t call him that!”

Soraya made an elaborate dumb-show of looking about her, as though expecting to find Khalil lurking in some corner of the room, and failing to do so.

“It’s not like that,” Saif said, not quite managing not to laugh. “I know he isn’t here, but you never know what invisible servants he may have watching us.”

“People who eavesdrop deserve what they hear,” Soraya said. “Anyway, it’s true. He  is a tight-fisted old—”

“I already asked him, anyway,” Saif said; and that stopped her.

“What? When?”

“After Acre,” Saif said in a low voice. “The mission was such a success—I was sure that he would grant it.”

“And he said no?” Soraya ran a hand through her hair. “He should have seen it,” she muttered. She remembered the mission well. The way the violence had caught and spread. The blood everywhere, armed Franks from across the sea killing with abandon anyone who looked Saracen, even their own co-religionists. She shuddered, recalling the stench of blood and entrails… “Do you think he has any idea—any notion at all—how we’ve bloodied our hands for him?”

He made no reply, and she could bear it no longer.

“Why do it?” she demanded. “Why keep dancing to his tune?”

Saif swallowed. “I don’t expect you to understand, but Khalil has been like a father to me—”

“You’re joking.”

He flushed. “It’s true. This is the first thing he’s ever denied me—”

“Because you’ve asked so many things of him.” He didn’t answer that. “What is it, anyway? This boon he won’t grant you?”

From the look of exasperation Saif gave her, she thought he would not answer. But then his shoulders slumped in defeat. “God forgive me, it’s my wife.”

“Your wife?” Saif had mentioned several times that he had a wife; always as though drawing a line around his feet and warning her not to cross it. It took her a moment to dredge up this faceless woman’s name. “Ghaliyah?”

Saif nodded; and every line in his youthful-looking face was suddenly heavy and sad and old beyond his years. “That is why we couldn’t afford to fail in Acre. Not when the mission to Tripoli last year was such a disaster.”


***


The mission to Acre had been a simple one: instigate trouble between the Christians and Muslims. All the same, Saif’s first two efforts had failed. A fire set at the palace had been detected and snuffed out with little difficulty, and an attempt to bribe an official to ban Muslims from worshipping in the chapel set apart for their use in the cathedral of St John had also failed. It was then, with time growing short, that he had turned to Soraya for help. 

The city’s population was swollen that August. A Venetian fleet, stocked with fighting-men from across the sea, had arrived ostensibly to help reinforce the Acre garrison, but perhaps intended to recapture some of the city’s outlying fortresses seized, in recent years, by the Egyptian sultan. Certainly the Franks of the Coast had reason to worry, since first Antioch and then Tripoli had been besieged, captured, and put to the sword. Like most newcomers from the west, the men signed with the cross were spoiling for a fight. In addition, a great number of farmers from the fertile plains that surrounded the city, Christians and Muslims alike, had reaped a good harvest. In Acre they scented profit: the city was always hungry.

The city, like any hungry man, was always ready for a brawl. Soraya proved to be the lever Saif needed. Posing with a rather troubling capability as one of Acre’s many fine courtesans, she quickly struck up an affair with one of the newly-arrived Italian knights. The trap was sprung a week or two later, when the knight and his mistress happened to attend a feast in honour of a caravan of Damascene slave-merchants. Soraya swore that it had not taken much more than a little eyelash-fluttering and a whisper in the Damascene merchant’s ear as she passed behind his seat at table. In barely less time than Saif would have taken to perform a single prostration in his evening prayers, suspicion turned to murder, and murder turned to a riot. The Damascene merchant was dead; and so, by morning, were hundreds of the poor farmers, whatever their religion. To the Italians, anyone wearing a beard was a Saracen. 

“I tried to protect our co-religionists,” Saif had told his master, when he and Soraya returned to Cairo. Describing the black business was harder than he thought; he had to thrust his hands into his belt to stop them shaking. “I remembered that you requested a riot, not a massacre. But I am only one man.”

“Don’t be foolish,” al-Ashraf said brusquely. Saif looked up, then, and found his master wearing a look of fierce triumph. They were in the mews, and al-Ashraf bared his teeth in a grin as he fed another strip of raw flesh to his falcon. “This is excellent news. The death of one slaver—that’s a pretext. The deaths of a hundred peasants—ah, now! That is a provocation. If Qalawun does not send an army there will be riots in Cairo as well as in Acre.”

“You are pleased, then?” Saif asked, somewhat timidly. His master had always been generous, in a careless, off-hand way; he was always ready with a purse of gold or a fine new horse. As al-Ashraf’s most trusted mamluk—trained as a slave in his own household, given the inestimable gift of the Lance and its djinn, which made him invincible in battle, and finally freed to serve him as a noble amir—Saif had never wanted for anything.

Except this.

Khalil now shot a shrewd look at him. “Something you want, boy? How much?”

It was too late now to draw back, and his master seemed to be in a giving mood. Saif swallowed. “It isn’t gold, my lord. It’s—Ghaliyah has been coughing. The doctor says there’s no hope. A year, or perhaps two at the most.”

His master frowned. “Ghaliyah? The  wife?”

“My wife,” Saif elucidated. “I know it is a great thing to ask—but if there’s anything you can do to prolong her life…”

Khalil’s lips tightened. “Haven’t I warned you against letting your women hold such sway over you?”

Saif’s stomach was a nest of snakes, but Ghaliyah needed him to be brave, and so he said: “Haven’t I served you faithfully, my lord? And have I ever asked anything else of you?”

Khalil waved an impatient hand. “Of course, of course. But I can give you two or three fresh young wives, lovely and biddable. When Acre falls there will be prizes to spare.”

Saif concealed his inner repugnance. A multiplicity of wives was something that suited a great many men wiser and better than himself, but they were not for him. For one thing, it was one of the few requests Ghaliyah had ever made of him, and he could not find it in himself to hurt her. For another, what would he do with more wives? He had so little time left with Ghaliyah that he had turned into a miser, counting every lost hour, every lost minute that he was away from her. Why had he not spent more time with her when she was strong?

Perhaps that was a weakness he ought to overcome, but how could he overcome it now, when Ghaliyah was dying and a word from him could save her?

“Thank you, my lord,” he said, as humbly as he could, “but I think that unless Ghaliyah can be saved, I would prefer to take you as an example, and keep no wives at all.”

Khalil, the sultan’s son, did have wives—before he was quietly captured and bled in a Cairo cellar to the chant of dark magic. As for al-Ashraf the sorcerer, who had used the magic of shared names to take his place and his face— he never visited the harem of his predecessor, and Saif did not know what had become of them. The wives and children there must not interest his master; and as for the cousins and aunts, their sharp eyes might have noticed some lack of resemblance between al-Ashraf the sorcerer and the sultan’s rash second son.

Al-Ashraf was not pleased by Saif’s attempt at flattery. “Is this your wish, or your wife’s?”

“It is mine, my lord,” Saif said, with a sinking heart. “If I cannot have Ghaliyah, I will have no one at all.”

“Then make up your mind to have no one,” Khalil snapped. “That woman has long been a bad influence upon you, and the sooner she is gone, the better. I keep away from women because they are dangerous, and it will please me to see you do the same. Don’t you know that you are the laughing-stock of Cairo? Al-Rafiq Saif al-Din, who is too frightened of his first wife to take a second.”

For a moment Saif was speechless. Then he clasped his hands in supplication. “My lord, please! Do not be so cruel. Even God is merciful—”

“How dare you compare me to God?” Khalil asked, and the mews was suddenly cold. Saif nearly swallowed his tongue, horrified at the blasphemy he had so nearly committed. Khalil returned the bird to its perch and stalked across the room to the door, leaving Saif staring in horror at the coloured marble pavement beneath him.

What had he done wrong? How had all their hopes been dashed in a moment!

At the door, Khalil paused. “You have always been like a son to me,” he tossed back, over his shoulder. “If nothing else, you should trust that I have your best interests at heart.”


***


“He really said that?” Soraya snorted. “Trust me—oh, yes! An easy thing for a master to tell a slave!”

Saif shrugged, but did not speak; as though telling the story had exhausted him. Soraya understood, then, the reason why there had seemed to be a dark cloud hanging over her friend for the past weeks; why there was now defeat in every line of his body where he sat slumped at the foot of his bed.

Her heart struck her. She hadn’t known that his wife was dying. She hadn’t known that he felt like that about her, nor that he had already asked his boon and been refused. “I’m sorry,” she said, putting a hand on his arm. “I had no notion.”

He jumped a little when she touched him, but then he seemed to get himself in hand, and relaxed a little beneath her touch. Soraya took her hand away, not wanting to try him further than he could bear.

“Who needs Khalil, anyway?” she growled. “I can help you. We’ll think of something. We’ll hunt down the spring where the water flows that cures all ill…”

He scoffed. “That’s only a story.”

“Of course it is,” she said, “but look at us. You’re immortal. I’m immortal. Why shouldn’t Ghaliyah be immortal, too? We’ll find a way. We’ll find a sorcerer with a better disposition—”

“Don’t,” Saif begged. “Do you think I haven’t racked my wits for a solution? But it can’t be done without al-Ashraf, and he refuses. It’s the Will of God. I’ve resigned myself now.”

“The Will of God!” Soraya repeated, with scorn. “You’re always talking about the Will of God. A fig for the Will of God! If it isn’t God’s will to rescue me from servitude, then I want nothing to do with Him.”

Saif sent her a terrified look. “Soraya! Don’t say such wicked things!”

“Am I wicked, or is God, to deprive me of what even a sparrow on the housetop may have?”

Saif passed a hand over his face, and Soraya knew she was in for a lecture.

“Khalil was right,” he said. “I was wrong to suggest that he act as God might act. As you are wrong to dictate God’s actions. Surely God must be absolutely free in his decisions, his judgements bound to no standard. Otherwise, mankind would dictate God’s actions, and this is unthinkable.”

“In that case, it’s no wonder that Khalil should turn to forbidden magic,” Soraya retorted. “How else is he to have any say over his life, if God’s very nature is arbitrary? I’ll wager he finds it convenient to believe in a God who can never be called upon by the weak for succor.”

“Soraya,” Saif begged. “Please. Don’t say such things…”

Her heart struck her: he might have commanded her, but did not. “All right, then—I won’t.” But she refused to be like Saif; she refused to live crawling when she might die running. If God could not be relied upon to help her—why, then, shouldn’t she help herself?

She said none of this. Instead: “I’ve never met your wife. Is she really so ill?”

Saif blinked up at her, evidently relieved by the change of topic. “She’s become so weak. These days she can scarcely leave her bed.”

“Let me look at her. I’m a djinn; there may be something I can do for her. Some alien influence within her body that I could purge.”

“It isn’t—an alien influence.”

“There might still be something I could help with. I can’t know unless I see her.”

“I don’t want you to see her, Soraya.”

He looked pale: she knew that she must have forced the words out of him, all unwilling. She still couldn’t help feeling stung by them. “I thought we were friends.”

“What am I doing?” he muttered in an undertone, to himself. Then he blinked up at her and said, “Ghaliyah doesn’t know about—us. About what we do.”

Soraya’s face went stiff, like a mask. “You think she’d be jealous?”

He flushed. “No, that’s not what I—Ghaliyah doesn’t know what we do for Khalil.”

For a moment she didn’t understand. Then she did. “Oh, God. Your wife doesn’t know that you’re a killer.”

Saif flushed even hotter. 

“For someone who worries so much about doing the right thing, Saif, you are marvellously deceitful.”

That put a haunted look on his face. “I am. I know.” Again, he stared at the window with eyes that were a hundred miles away. “This is my fault. I should never have done what I did in Tripoli. I should never have let that man slip through my fingers.”

“Which man?”

“The one that creature mistook me for tonight.” His tongue flicked out to touch his lips; his voice sank to a whisper. “John Bessarion…”

That was her second time hearing that name. The second time she felt a great welling something within her. Like she might break out into laughter—or into tears. Her voice, like Saif’s, was a whisper: “I know that name. How do I know that name?”

“You know it because you were in Tripoli, too. You don’t remember; you lost your memories since. He’s the man I warned you about—the one who tried to steal the Lance.”

The Lance, Soraya well knew, was her vessel. Had the Bessarion stolen it, she might have been his to command. Had he then succeeded in breaking the soul tether, Saif would be left alone—without power, without immortality; vulnerable to any enemy.

“No fear,” she said. “I have no desire to trade one master for another.”

“Promise me you won’t even repeat his name,” Saif added, hastily.

“I promise,” Soraya said, and when the compulsion left her, she added, “Saif! Be careful with your words!”

“Oh—I forgot. But please. Don’t tell Khalil; he won’t be pleased if he knows I’ve let a Bessarion live.” And then Saif looked heavy again. “Perhaps he is right. Perhaps Ghaliyah is a bad influence on me. Look what I have become for her sake. I call Khalil my father, and I lie to him.”

“He calls you a son, and treats you like a slave,” Soraya retorted. “I think he’ll never give you what you ask; not unless you force him to it.”

Saif looked blank. “How?” Then, when she opened her mouth to reply, he answered hastily— “No! I can’t do it. I have you to look after, as well as Ghaliyah. If I defy Khalil and fail, how will I keep either of you safe?”

Soraya scowled, because the question was a good one. “So long as Khalil has his afrit familiar, neither of us will ever be able to escape. Qeteb made the Lance, and the Lance binds you and me together. Until the Lance is broken and Qeteb is cast out, Khalil is our master.” She let her words hang in the air a heavy moment, before adding: “So let us cast out Qeteb, break the Lance, take Ghaliyah and depart. The world is wide for a free man.”

It was a plan she had already suggested once or twice; and as before, Saif looked tempted.

“But how?” he asked. “And what good would it do me to spirit Ghaliyah to Sicily or Baghdad, only to watch her die anyway? No—as long as I’m in Khalil’s service, there’s hope. I have to have hope.”

Soraya bit her lip. The argument always went the same way—around in a circle, before arriving back in the same place: Saif would not leave Khalil. Today, for the first time, she felt the bite of the cold fear that perhaps he never would.

“You promised,” she said. “You promised that you would find a way to set us both free. Did you not mean it?”

Was he really the friend he claimed to be? —Soraya hated herself for the thought the moment it drifted through her mind. If he was not truly her friend, he would never have told her about his wife.

I didn’t know you were married, she heard her own voice say, from far away in a memory that was lost. Not like this.

And she saw eyes, grey eyes as pale as steel, looking into her own; she heard a voice say, I forgive you.

“You did promise, didn’t you?” she stammered, feeling her heart quicken in a sudden panic. “That was you who promised? Saif? Saif!”

He caught the hand she flung out. She looked up into eyes so like the eyes in her memory that she felt at once the folly of her doubt.

“Soraya,” he pleaded. “It was me. It was the first day you remember. We were sparring in the lower room in Cairo. I told you you were one of seven sisters. I told you the Lance was your vessel. I promised you I would free you from it. Do you remember?”

Soraya struggled to regulate her breathing. “Yes…I’m sorry. I remember now.”

“Good.” But his pale eyes didn’t waver. “I promise you again, Soraya: one day, I will find a way to free us both. But please. Not until Ghaliyah is safe. Or dead.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. It was always like this, she knew, with a certainty that went beyond memory. Saif would never put her good before his own. Why should he? She was not even his wife, the way Ghaliyah was.

She bent her head. “I know. It’s more than I can ask…Ya, Saif! I’m glad to have at least one friend in this world!”

He swallowed hard, as though it cost him something to say it. “So am I, Soraya.”





Chapter IV.

Evening had lessened the day’s heat, and the Tentmakers’ Market outside Bab Zuweilah—Cairo’s south city gate—stirred into life again with the sinking of the sun. A narrow, covered alley tunneling through the sprawling suburbs south of the city, the market was lined with the booths of textile artisans of every sort. One or two craftsmen were still hard at work on the colourful appliqué hangings which would be used to screen rooms or line tents, but with the sun sinking, most had now abandoned their work and put all their effort towards selling their wares to the shoppers who had emerged with the evening breeze. Itinerant food vendors had emerged from their bakehouses and were now doing a brisk trade in hot bread and fragrant meat from the city’s licensed ovens—forbidden to the ordinary citizen for fear of fires. Occasionally a donkey approached carrying fresh water from the Nile to cool throats parched from hours of crying wares in dust-laden air, and the foot traffic had to squeeze up against the stalls until it had passed.

John Bessarion picked his way through the crowd, keeping a sharp watch for the stall to which he had been directed. In Acre before he was sent south, his superiors had told him that when he wanted to send news north, he must find the booth with a blue glass lamp hanging over it. Thanks to the falling darkness, he soon spotted the rich cerulean flicker some way off. But before he could reach it, the traffic came to a halt altogether.

A lute-player was strumming and singing to the tunefully melancholic accompaniment of a flute and a drum At first it was only music. And then John heard the words and they went through him like an arrow through the body, like the arrow he had taken the day he met Rahel…


A wanderer! and I roam the lands, a wanderer…

And the step between me and my beloved is ever so vast—

A long journey and I’m wounded from it,

And the night fast approaches,

And the day is quick to vanish.


Now he, too, was helping to block the traffic. The music wound about him like a net. He ought to have been watching over his shoulder, making sure that no one had followed him from the church where he had met with the Nubians—but it was hard to watch your back when you couldn’t see for tears.


And should you see my beloved, greet her on my behalf.

Reassure me and say: how is my brown-skinned girl doing, so very far away?

Wanderer! and I roam the lands, a wanderer.

I forget to tend myself, a wanderer.

All because of the separation, O my dear, a wanderer.

What has happened to me, a wanderer?


Wiping his eyes with his sleeve, John glanced over his shoulder—only to be startled by a flash of impossibly green silk.

Soraya, he thought—and then he could have wept again, for how many months had it been since he saw a friendly face?

He pushed through the crowd towards the green veil—green as rich as a powdered emerald. She must have been following him. Perhaps he ought to have kept better watch. Although, knowing Soraya, a moment ago she might have been slinking through the dark, stifling alleys in a cat’s guise; he might never have seen her.

The woman in the green veil turned her head and John hesitated, suddenly doubting himself. The green was Soraya’s green, but the face was an old woman’s, disfigured by sorrow and messy with tears. The djinn he knew might adopt an old woman’s face, but she did not weep—Soraya barely knew the meaning of tears. If she yearned for a missing beloved, she had never spoken of it to him.

Her head bent again. She had not caught sight of John. For a moment he wanted more than anything else to go to the woman, to ask her what distressed her. To tell her how keenly he understood her pain.


Years upon years and I am torn by affection and longing

I only want to know which road will lead to her…

And should you see my beloved, greet her on my behalf.

Reassure me and say: how is my brown-skinned girl doing, so very far away?


The crowd shifted and jostled as a donkey shoved through, briefly opening up a way through the alley to the cerulean lamp. There was no time to exchange sorrows with an old woman. John scrubbed his sleeve across his eyes again, slipped through the opening, and a moment later sought refuge within the darkness of the booth.


***


Abdu the pottery merchant stared at John with his solemn black eyes and said, “The story goes that the great Amr, conqueror of Egypt, camped here between Cairo and Fustat before he marched on Alexandria. Before he set off to subdue the Romans, a dove laid an egg in his tent. Taking this as a sign from God, Amr ordered his tent to be left standing in the desert. Alexandria fell, and Amr returned as he had vowed, ordering his men to pitch their tents here. The place was known to the Romans as Babylon. But we called it Fustat, the Pavilion of Egypt; and later, when the city spread north, Cairo, the Victorious.”

Inside the small, cramped house behind the booth with the blue lamp, the thick walls shut out much of the lingering heat and the sound of the market’s bustle. One of the khayamiya hangings—an appliqué design in a riot of geometrical knot-work, all scarlet, black, and turquoise—divided the front of the room from the back, lending some privacy to Abdu’s wife. John had not seen her, of course; the Bedouin were generally more careful about their privacy than the women of the city. But he had heard the soft grunts of a baby feeding; and now a very soft voice spoke from behind the hanging.

“The doves,” said Abdu’s wife, “still lay their eggs in Cairo.”

“And God is still good to us,” Abdu said, handing John a cup of cold sherbert fresh from the vendor’s urn. “My wife’s brother has this shop in the middle of Cairo making hangings for weddings and funerals, and Saida and I go to and fro between Cairo and Acre, trading in fabrics and pottery. Terra cotta from Sicily, cobalt from Persia, white and gold lustre-ware from here in Egypt. But times are not so good for the Franks, hmm? The sultan beats the war-drums, and it becomes more dangerous and less profitable for honest merchants to go to Acre, especially after these killings. The trade is moving north, through the Black Sea, to the Tartars.”

“The killings in Acre…” John sighed, dipping a stick of cucumber into thick goat yoghurt. He had not been in Acre that day; he had been in Tyre, running an errand for the Master of the Temple, and now he would never know whether he might have done anything to stop the frenzy. 

He and Soraya might have succeeded in exorcising Lilith in Tripoli last year, but it seemed plain now that chaos and bloodshed still dogged the dwindling Frankish enclaves of the Coast. “The Franks of Acre never wished to see such a thing happen. Now the bloodstained garments of the slain are displayed in the mosques of Cairo, and the sultan has a reason to go to war. It is all thanks to those useless brawlers from across the sea, but—”

A murmur from behind the hanging interrupted him. Abdu nodded.

“My wife says that the Frankish lords have not run mad, suddenly, all together,” he said. “We know that. They are not the danger we fear.”

“If not them, then who?”

“The story,” said Abdu happily. Smiling, John helped himself to a stuffed eggplant. Abdu was dreamy; his wife shrewd. Together, they must make a formidable pair. He could not help liking them instinctively.

“The story is that when Hulegu the Tartar had subdued Damascus, he sent his envoys to the sultan in Cairo telling him to surrender or else watch his wives and children taken into slavery. The sultan cut off their heads and displayed them on that very gate, the Bab Zuweilah.” Abdu gestured vaguely in the direction of the city. “Then he sent the great Baybars to Damascus with the whole Egyptian army. And Baybars taught the Tartars the taste of defeat, which they had never known before.” 

Abdu opened his eyes wide at John. “What did the Franks do? They allied themselves with the Tartars. What a mistake!”

“Hulegu was no Muslim,” said John.

“Hulegu was no Christian, either,” Abdu countered, “yet he still favours the Christians within his dominions.”

There came another murmur from Saida, behind the screen.

“My wife says,” Abdu added, “that since the Tartars came, who knows which of the Christians may be spying for them? Now it is as much as anyone’s life is worth to be found dealing with a Christian. And now, with the killings in Acre, and the sultan mustering his armies, well…” Abdu gave an eloquent shrug. “Trade in Acre is simply not so good as it used to be.”

John looked at the screen, which wavered gently in the breeze that flowed from the open door behind, at the back of the room. There was a wail from the baby, and then a renewed sucking.

“How much?” John asked, speaking clearly so that Saida would hear.

Abdu ran his thumb along his fingertips, as though counting. “I have not three-quarters the amount of lustre-ware I should need for a journey to Acre, and that means more purchases. Also the summer is dry this year; which will mean a need for more camels.”

John kept his eyes on the screen. At length Saida spoke softly, and Abdu repeated her words: “Twice what it was last time.” And he named a generous sum in dinars.

John considered this. He could always commission a single messenger to run by himself—but a small trading caravan would have more security and a better excuse, should one be required. “I’ll give you half the sum now, and the Master of the Temple will pay the other half once you reach Acre,” he said. “But the message must go
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