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Chapter One  The Sultan of Cute
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Sultan decided, while he and old Ahmed were strolling through the dusty streets of Sjarmadin, that elephants had no need for magic, not when there was natural charm. His favourite was baby elephant charm, which he had, in his short life, refined into a fine art. 

He was quite pleased with himself that he, as someone so young, could have arrived at such a momentous intellectual conclusion as he had just done. 

In Sultan’s opinion magic really meant very little in everyday life. What mattered was charm, which included cute. He was a real master of that particular art and his charm could melt resistance in a flash. Without all the trouble that usually comes with magic – as he knew, in the Time of Magic, living in the Land of Magic.

Sultan was walking through a glow of adoration, following in the step of Ahmed the cross-eyed elephant man, who chattered away about everything and anything. It was unfortunate that the old man was ignored and dismissed as a fool by everybody but little Sultan. But Ahmed talked sense and was extraordinarily well-informed.

These days the Land of Magic is dismissed as a myth by most historical folk, like so many wonderful places in the world that used to be. Some would say it’s because the Land of Magic was a quite small as a country, without the usual melodrama that goes with normal “civilization”. 

The capital, Sjarmadin, lay nestled next to the Black Sea, like a lustrous pearl within its shell. It was also Sultan’s home town. 

His parents were much admired members of the zoo community at the Emir’s palace. He soon made a name for himself as being ‘cuddly-cute’, and was a star of the annual Spring Festival’s Royal Parade for two years running. This was when Sjarmadin would be transformed by extravagant and near-endless celebrations. 

When there were no Royal Parades, which was most of the time, the highlights of his social life were the twice weekly city walks with Ahmed, which he really enjoyed. 

As the elephant man said, the Land of Magic was not entirely magical. Most of its citizens were really quite devoid of magic. The majority of those who claimed they were ‘magicians of sorts’ were really complete fakes. There were also swarms of flimflammers, charlatans, fortune tellers, confidence tricksters, card sharps, snake-oil salesmen - various slick, smooth-talking purveyors of supposedly magical potions. 

But there was also magic, and true magic. Good and bad. 
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The World According to Ahmed
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Ahmed droned on, as if he was talking to himself, probably not thinking that the little elephant was drinking all in that was said. So, via these endless monologues Sultan discovered that Sjarmadin was a city of fabulous conspiracies, piled layer upon layer – like some or other mischievous cake. 

Full of sly dreams, grand schemes and countless intrigues revolving around power, money and delicious ill-gotten gains. The hotbed of most of these dastardly activities was to be found in the rumour-filled alehouses down Cutthroat Lane and Mugger’s Alley. 

Around the corner, the city’s ‘business district’ was always crowded - humming with excitement and the lusty hustle and bustle of business deals being done. Most of the streets and alleyways branching off the road leading from the Great Gate to the city centre were really absurdly narrow. 

At most they allowed mules and oxen to pass through in single file. The buildings alongside seemed as if they were piled up, floor upon floor – as if the rising storeys were afterthoughts, which they probably were. Rickety stairs usually connected the upper floors to the street, while towards the top of the structures the opposing buildings almost touched.

So, these passageways were huddled in a near perpetual twilight. In this gloom the city’s fabled craftsmen worked in their chaotic hole-in-the-wall shops alongside the muddy or dusty lanes - depending on the season. 

At their humble and littered workbenches, these remarkable artisans handcrafted the majority of the elegant clothes, the leatherwork and the jewellery the city was famous for - worn with a flourish and even pride by the rich folk and much sought after by visiting merchants. ‘Made in Sjarmadin’ had a rather exclusive ring to it and managed to impress those who valued refinement, quality and status. 

However, Ahmed suggested that they keep a safe distance from this world of shadows. He explained that those who dared to venture into this maze could seldom see clearly what dreadful kind of mess awaited their next step - no matter how careful they were on these hazardous little journeys. That this was true was confirmed by the frequent and enraged screams of hapless passers-by who had stepped into something messy - and then glared into the gloom for someone or something to blame. 

In these alleys Sjarmadin’s sword-makers also had their mysterious workshops. Seeing that their basic material was raw iron, it was almost magical the way they managed to create and shape their wares into light and svelte steel. These were all magnificent and graceful instruments of combat - and deadly by design. 

But, because business was business they also produced what was known as ‘off-the-record’ purchases. These were not really refined statements in the opinion of the more critical observers. At first glance these knives, swords and axes seemed almost clumsy – but not in the hands of those who used them. They were intended for more shady customers who measured value by practicality, instead of fashionable show. 
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Encounter with a Purse-Snatcher
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One day, passing a little square near the business district, they heard screams that sounded as if they were made by an angry bull, coming from an alleyway close by – followed by a thunderous shout of “Stop that purse-snatcher!!!” 

Then they heard the sounds of desperate running and threatening demands that people had to a ‘get out of the way’. Within seconds a young wild-eyed ruffian emerged from the alleyway and headed straight at Ahmed and Sultan. Ahmed was roughly shoved out of the way and sent sprawling, but Sultan stood his ground and grabbed the would-be thief by the neck as he raced by, stopping him mid-stride.

Those who gave chase arrived almost immediately, followed by a well-dressed but also rather fat man. He was breathing hard, like someone not used to running, and his face was so red that he seemed about to explode - this while his flowing moustache was bristling with righteous rage. Just then Ahmed returned to Sultan’s side, with his pride wounded by the indignity he suffered.

The rotund victim stormed up to the purse-snatcher, who was by this time firmly in the grips of two muscular locals, and again bellowed like a bull. He also grabbed his satchel from the thief, who remained surprisingly belligerent while being threatened with all nasties that the law allowed, and more. 

The ruffian looked at him defiantly and unrepentant and then turned his attention to Sultan, “Little elephant, you are far too cute for your own good, but you should know that you are not untouchable!! We have our eyes on you and you better watch out. If it wasn’t for your interference I would have got away. But I also promise that I will be back!!” 

Sultan was quite shocked at this outburst but the fat man was full of praise and in a moment organised him a basket full of cabbages and a few bunches of carrots as an afterthought, with the green leaves still attached, just the way he liked them. He also gave Ahmed a few rather large coins, which took the old man by surprise – because it was more money that he would have seen in two weeks of hard work.  

That was also the end of their little outing for the day, and Sultan saw that his friend was quite troubled at the incident. “That little thief”, he said, “is the younger brother of one of the Emir’s assassins, and he is very cocky and will probably go free – but despite his threats I don’t think we have to worry too much.”

Even though elephants are not in the habit of forgetting, Sultan managed to put the incident out of his mind and continued on his happy way – but now he was also seen as something of a hero on their regular outings. Ahmed, though, remained wary in a way only neglected men know how.

Not long afterwards one of their walks took Sultan and Ahmed outside - beyond the city’s massive surrounding wall. To his surprise the wall was not the end of the city. Camped outside were several permanent tent-living communities, which included visiting traders and merchants - who managed to appear sinister and exotic by nearly equal measure. 

The place had a carnival atmosphere and set visitors’ hearts racing with anticipation, and just a tiny edge of dread – as if they were innocents entering a world that was bound to keep them enthralled. They were seldom disappointed.

Regional trade lay at the heart of business in the Land of Magic. The tent city outside the wall was not unlike a harbour – but on dry land. 

From the east came the merchants, with their caravans laden with all sorts of fabulous and colourful fabrics. From the north, across the sea came the tall, brooding and silent blond men in their longboats. They brought wheat, grain, pelts and wool - and always sought silver in exchange. From the south-east came the men of the desert, dressed in their turbans and flowing robes, with their offerings of perfumes and spices, coffee and tea, and slaves from lands far-far away. 

From across the mountains to the west came the colourful Magyar horsemen, each with a prize selection of some of the most magnificent horses ever seen, and they were all for sale to the highest bidder.

Sultan was quietly amazed how much Ahmed could talk without repeating himself. If he had understood what professors were he would certainly have classified his guide as one of them, a man of learning. For the moment he just filed all the information away, to remember in the long zoo years to come – as part of his rumble stories. 

Ahmed explained that the world out there wasn’t equal, nor was it fair, because he had heard that in countries towards the West the people were suffering through the superstitious miseries of what was known as the Dark Ages. This while, in a different direction, and at the very same time, they were celebrating the wonders of a fabulous Age of Enlightenment. 

Then again, beyond the Black Sea and the mountains and the plains towards the east was the Mysterious Orient, which was home to the secretive Land of Dragons. 

All told this was the Known World. And it was delicately tied together by the Silk Route that mysteriously wound its way into the distance.

Back within the walls of the city, approaching the Emir’s palace, the narrow lanes and tiny squares gradually gave way to well-to-do homes that lined ever-wider streets - even a few tree-lined avenues. 

Sultan knew this part of the city quite well. Fabulous and fashionable shops, coffee houses and fancy eateries – all almost reeking of money - was where the rich and important citizens of Sjarmadin came to play. 

This area was elegance personified. Boutiques that specialised in ladies' fashion were everywhere and were overflowing with extravagant lengths of colourful silken cloths.  From these fabrics were crafted the most stunning gowns and flowing shawls that the ladies with the laden purses naturally found quite irresistible. 

Other shops, again, offered more modest and sensible woollen and cotton fabrics - the latter for everyday family use. 

To further tempt the fashion-conscious, there were all sorts of fine and exotic offerings of jewellery - delicate pearl earrings set in gold, broaches, ornate necklaces and tiaras dripping with precious stones like emeralds, sapphires and rubies. 

For those who could not afford ‘the real thing’, there were cheaper but equally pretty pieces made from cut-price imitation gold and silver ‘alloys’, decorated with coloured stones cut to resemble gemstones like the rare and costly emeralds, rubies and sapphires. 

Then, as now, it was known as ‘keeping up appearances’. 

Usually, amongst the fashion palaces, one would find tiny shops whose sensual wares advertised themselves from a distance – even those who could not see would find themselves entranced and their senses overwhelmed. These were perfumeries, shops that sold exotic fragrant oils, lotions, soaps and perfumes that whispered of magical and romantic lands far away. 

It was even rumoured that they sold special love potions that would melt the hearts of powerful men, and keep them loving and loyal when all romance was gone. For this so-called love magic, women would happily pay fortunes – as long as they could find it in their hearts to believe that love's fire could be rekindled.

Now, for the well-to-do gentlemen.

There were armouries that sold items like highly wrought daggers, knives and agile swords imported from the mysterious Arabie. They were light, lithe and as sharp as shards of glass – perfect as manly fashion items. 

Naturally, to impress friends and enemies alike, a finely-honed sword would also need a scabbard of the finest leather for sheathed safekeeping - with artfully crafted silver patterns inlaid for added status. As every good salesman would know, matching belt, boots, cape and swaggering hats would also not go amiss. 

However, it’s also true that a mighty sword would not necessarily signify a formidable swordsman. Even in those days, powerful men of wealth used their money to buy fighting expertise – swords for hire. Although the swords and daggers of the fighting men may have been less fancy and maybe not quite as light as the shining steel from faraway Arabie, they were probably a lot more deadly in the hands of their masters when it came to the bloody cut and thrust of true hostility. 

All but the most arrogant of fools knew that. It meant that they tended to be careful with their words and actions around quiet men carrying swords – especially those who knew how to use them with deadly force, and in a flash.
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The High Life, as opposed to the Low Life
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With the approaching Festive Season came the summer, and in the open-air markets were overflowing with the ripe fruits from the surrounding lands, begging to be bought for just a few humble coins, almost free in fact. Naturally, those who didn't have small coins, or any coins at all, could very politely ask for ‘gifts’ - or otherwise use slyly deft fingers to fulfil their desires. 

Sultan didn’t have to beg. Wherever he turned he was offered sweet apples, berries and carrots. Ahmed marvelled that Mother Nature’s ability to produce all the mouth-watering goodness using only water and sunlight was like true magic, and Sultan rumbled his agreement. 

Elsewhere on the High Streets there were elegant eateries and cafés where the owners served all kinds of sweet cakes, tarts and scones, with coffee, tea and pomegranate juice. Here the society ladies of the city gathered in clutches, like hens, and talked endlessly about what was new and passé in fashion, as well as exchanging the latest and hottest gossip around town. 

The gentlemen also sat down and talked, but usually in a separate sections of the same cafés, where they discussed the fortune and misfortune amongst their peers. Swapping business gossip and the latest political intrigue were popular topics – who was doing what to whom and why, or indeed, why not? 

This sort of conversation was considered as very important amongst men-folk who think of themselves as powerful and influential. Heaven knows why.

Taverns were another matter. This was where the working folk and visiting sailors came to make merry. The talk was always loud, rough, tough and not very cultured. In fact, whispered confidences like those amongst the society ladies in the cafés nearby would simply not be heard, because of the deafening din. 

A vile brew of beer was the undisputed drink of choice, night and day, year in and year out. The drink were served in and spilled from giant tankards by local wenches, as waitresses were known in those days. The beer was also used to wash down an excess of wholesome food that tended to overflow the plates it was served on – and therefore regularly spilt onto the floor. 

Although the tavern laughter was robust and seemingly never-ending, sudden bloody arguments over nothing of real consequence could and would break out without any warning. These disputes often deteriorated into wild free-for-all skirmishes that would see tables overturned - which in turn would tumble even more food onto the floor. 

This was also where the tall blond sailing folk from the north came to relax and enjoy themselves, and where they broke their customary silence after a few tankards of beers. Almost in the wink of an eye they would be talking and laughing very loudly, hugging and teasing the wenches until they squealed with mischief and delight – and seldom real annoyance. 

Some would think this improbable, but no sweeping or cleaning up was ever required, because hoards of happy stray dogs eagerly did whatever “cleaning up” was needed, leaving not a trace of damning evidence. That these mongrels were usually quite fat showed that they did their work with zest. 

As far as the dogs were concerned this was the good life.
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Chapter Two      Fun & Games at the Pink Palace
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Beyond an absurdly wide boulevard reserved for Royal Parades on Festive Occasions, towered the Emir’s spectacular Pink Palace. The palace was surrounded by an even more imposing wall than the one that ringed the city. It was solid, with small windows high up and out of reach of even the most enterprising intruders. 

And there was only one entrance, across from a moat that ran along the outside of the entire wall. The moat was filled with murky green water and was home to huge man-eating crocodiles – generally known as the Emir’s poodles. The entrance itself was also imposing, with two sets of heavy gates – beyond a drawbridge that creaked ominously when heavy traffic passed over. 

First-time visitors were awed, because there were six guards doing duty, dressed in full body armour with plumed helmets and armed with spears and shining scimitars. Mostly it was all for show, though, as there was peace in the Land of Magic, and the steady stream of everyday traffic passed through without any trouble.

On the whole the traffic consisted of beasts of burden and their masters, mules and oxen loaded to incredible heights, as well as carts and wagons drawn by bullocks and heavy horses, creaking under their impossible loads. Some would’ve been surprised to discover that the loads usually consisted of foodstuffs that kept those living within the palace walls fed to their satisfaction and alas, well beyond.

Within the palace there was an army of serving folk keeping the royal bluebloods and visiting consuls and live-in hangers-on happy. There were cleaners, sweepers, fetchers and carriers, footmen, doormen, grooms, hand-maidens, butlers, dressers, kitchen staff, cellar masters and hustlers by the score. 

There were also magicians, conjurers, acrobats, tumblers, jugglers, fabulists and clowns, musicians and court jesters – all for the amusement of a petulant audience which was in the habit of getting bored easily. Some would suggest that they were born to be bored, but we will not go into that. 
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Emir Mustafa the All-Powerful 
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Then there were sentries, guards and bodyguards, all deeply loyal to the old Emir Mustafa – a quietly dignified and rather charming elderly gentleman who was like a prince but not a prince, a king but not really a king. 

But what mattered, and what was very important to know was that, in the Land of Magic, he was genuinely all-powerful, and his word was law. Not only his word, but his whims and wishes as well. 

He also had a lot of wives, by that I mean more than seventy, some very young and others somewhat older. In their own ways they were all quite beautiful, even though some found themselves not quite as attractive as they used to be. This was a never-ending source of unhappiness, insecurity, jealousy and often bitter rivalry. 

All these wives lived in a separate wing of the palace, known as the Harem. They were hardly ever seen by any men other than the court eunuchs, who were not exactly men anymore – but that is another story. 

The wives had everything in life they could wish for, except their freedom and in that a chance to see and enjoy the outside world. Their entire lives, their days and their nights, were spent waiting for the Emir’s call – an invitation to a private audience in his “boudoir”. 

This meant that, hidden under the hilarity and the laughter, there was a quiet, seldom-mentioned but unrelenting sorrow, because life in the harem was in fact seriously uninspiring.

Sultan though, had become something of a mascot to them, their ray of sunshine and a source of genuine and enduring merriment. Although he was still swept away by the heady power of his own cuteness, he also knew that like the ladies of the harem, he was probably destined to spend most of the lazy days of his long life within the palace walls. That was why the walks with Ahmed were such memorable occasions.
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Long Ago, in Africa
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Through the slow seasons and the turning of the years he would probably continue to listen, over and over gain, to the telling of the sad saga of his grandparents, and how they got to Sjarmadin as young elephants – then barely older than Sultan was at that time. 

He would hear how they were born free and knew life in a land far-far away, home in a happy and loving herd that lived in a lush tropical forest that had large patches of green grasslands in between. Along the edge of their world flowed an enormous river that was so wide one could barely see the banks on the other side. 

The fact that elephants really cannot see all that well at the best of times was a subject never mentioned. 

As the story goes, one fateful and tragic day a group of smugglers came and drove their herd into a large holding stockade in a clearing in the forest. At first the herd didn’t realise what was happening and suddenly their escape route was sealed off. The spaces in the surrounding enclosure allowed smaller elephants to easily pass through, while holding the adults firmly captive. 

When the smugglers drove off the four elephant youngsters, the herd was unable to do anything to help them. The smugglers goaded the young ones towards the river and onto a giant barge, where they were soon chained together - and also onto the superstructure. Then they lifted anchor and started floating downstream. 

When the herd heard their desperate trumpeting cries it spurred them on to break through the stockade, after which some of the young bulls actually swam downriver in a frantic attempt to stop the barge. But it was all in vain.

The barge floated downriver for days on end. On a number of occasions, the river narrowed dramatically and gathered speed, tossing the barge in boulder-strewn white water that left the four young elephants convinced that they would perish. Afterwards they drifted through an endless desert where no trees were to be seen or no grass grew, except at the very edge of the river. 

The journey was a never-ending ordeal. In the end, weeks later, they floated past a huge city clustered around some huge and strange-looking buildings - each ending in sharp points that almost touched the heavens. 

Ultimately they came to another city, on the edge of a sea that stretched further than the eye could see. The elephant youngsters were loaded onto a sailing ship that took them through a terrible storm. Still further north they passed through a channel where the cliffs on both side were so close together that convinced them that the massive cliffs would collapse onto their little ship at any moment. 

Soon after they arrived in the city of Sjarmadin, in the Land of Magic – at the edge of the Black Sea. They were really happy to finally be on solid land, although they knew it was far away from their ancestral home.

Every time Sultan heard the story of this family tragedy it nearly broke his little heart. He really wished he could take away the sorrow of his grandparents – who never could bring themselves to think of Sjarmadin as their home.

However, once they had young ones of their own, and little Sultan eventually came along, the old elephants finally accepted that their lives had changed in ways they couldn’t themselves change. They found contentment in other ways, but this didn’t mean that they let go of the memories of that place far-far away.
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Home in the Zoo
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Their home from home was Sjarmadin’s palace zoo, where they lived with other animals from other parts of the Known World, with some rumoured to come from mysterious lands still further beyond. There were lions and tigers and bears and monkeys big and small, and birds that loved showing off their fancy plumage. 

There were even a number of camels and other strange horse-like animals that for reasons unknown had coats of weird black and white stripes. Also a large collection of exotic-looking antelope large and small, some with absolutely enormous horns. Sultan could not help admiring the proud way they held themselves. But then he also noticed their amazing big brown eyes, and how sad they seemed – as if they also had memories of lands far-far away. 

They were all there for the amusement of the Emir Mustafa and his numerous guests and visitors. These visits were always interesting, even though some people made rather nasty and sarcastic comments, for no reason other than to show off or prove that they were almost clever. However, Sultan wiped their hurtful words from his mind and thought instead of the happy Festive Days, like Emir Mustafa’s birthday. 

Most zoo animals took part in a special public parade, following in the wake of the Emir and his royal entourage and the marching bands - up and down the boulevard. 

The first time Sultan took part in the festivities he was really quite small and he was overwhelmed by the cheering of the crowds.  He couldn’t help but trumpeting again and again, lifting his little trunk as high into the air as it would reach, and flapping his not too little ears. He was a happy boy but also a born show-off. 

In time word of his sublime cuteness reached the ears of the lonely ladies of the harem, who for some obscure reason were never allowed to attend the public parade, or even visit the Royal Zoo. 

One day, when they were in a romantic mood and blissfully alone in the royal boudoir, the sloe-eyed Soraya, the Emir’s favourite young wife, whispered a breathless request into his good ear. This was at the very moment that she was seductively feeding him slices of his absolutely favourite fruit in the entire world - perfectly ripened figs from a place called Smyrna. 

“Was it not in his power as Emir”, she asked in a low murmur, “to arrange a visit by Sultan to the ladies of the harem?” They had heard that the enchanting little elephant had utterly charmed the Emir’s guests, and not only the happy citizens of Sjarmadin. She added that all his wives would be eternally grateful if he agreed to this innocent little request. 
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The Happening in the Harem
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The Emir, who was a rather decent old fellow when all things were considered, felt himself persuaded. Because, in his heart he knew that the harem ladies were denied a great many basic pleasures, which was probably unfair and not much fun. But then, tradition was tradition. 

So he agreed to young Sultan’s occasional visits. It wouldn’t cost him a coin of any sort and the gesture would earn him boundless goodwill amongst his wives – and this really mattered. However, it was despite the protestations of old Moribund, the chief eunuch, who was miserable by nature and grumpy by habit - and he didn’t approve of anything messy. 

In the same breath Moribund warned conspiratorially that little elephants like Sultan had a natural way of being sort of very messy. Maybe it was this grim personal resentment that started the trouble that was to follow.

All too soon he became a regular and very popular young visitor, and with his cute flirtations he soon won the hearts of the ladies – the young, the old and the lonely beyond hope. 

Because these were considered very special occasions, he always came wearing his little red coat with gold embroidery. The harem ladies would all crowd around him and lovingly stroke him and feed him carrots and the sweetest red apples. At first he was on his best behaviour and as polite as a palace page – even old Moribund had to admit as much.

Naturally, as it tends to happen with these things, their parties gradually got wilder and wilder. One fateful day the harem ladies invited the little elephant, who was not all that little anymore, to come splashing with them in their private bathing pool. 

His mother’s warnings, that he should be quiet and ‘well-behaved’ at all times, were somehow soon forgotten. The innocent fun and games in the pool gradually got out of hand, and loudly so. The hilarity of high feminine laughter complimented by Sultan’s hearty trumpeting started echoing through the harem’s usually sedate and hallowed halls. 

Moreover, the young elephant started spraying the ladies with lotus water, to which they responded with splashing attempts of their own – behaviour, in other words, that some would consider nearly scandalous.  

Moribund came hurrying along in an attempt to calm matters down, but just as he arrived he was inadvertently showered by a robust spray of water from the boisterous youngster, a blast really meant for princess Soraya. The chief eunuch was not amused and felt that his dignity had been compromised. As he turned on his heels, stomping out of the hall without saying a single word, his face had a look of thunder, even lightning. 

This meant that trouble was afoot and so, when he got to his office, he immediately started writing out a long and damning list of complaints and insinuations that were not altogether true. However, as we know, this is what some humans do when they want to prove points beyond argument - and create difficulties for those they consider a nuisance. 

By the time Moribund’s memorandum reached the Old Emir it was as dramatic as it was insulting. It mentioned in detail all sorts of scandalous hilarity and indiscretions, broken furniture and vases - and about the chaos in the royal pool. 

As Moribund explained and elaborated with glee, all this could be directly blamed on the presence and excesses of the outrageous young elephant, Sultan. 

It had been said the Emir Mustapha was suffering from a terrible toothache on that particular day, this at a time when there were no dentists with magical drills. But what was true was that the old man completely lost his temper, instead of seeing what had happened as a storm in a teacup and quietly amusing – a happy harem diversion. 
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So, it came to pass that the Emir there and then decreed that Sultan had to be dealt with severely, and absolutely. He demanded that the palace assassins had to be called forthwith to discreetly deal with the matter. 

Moribund was very pleased with the way things worked out.

That was how Sultan was invited the very next day on a clandestine ‘fishing trip’. His mother voiced her concern in a troubled rumble and old Ahmed was also perturbed and muttered quiet warnings to whoever may listen while he went about his duties, which included washing down ‘his herd’. 

The youngster, however, saw it as simply another carefree charm adventure; a direct result of his ever-growing popularity. As he followed the supposed fishermen down to the harbour, trumpeting excitedly, he was oblivious of the look of alarm on the faces in the crowd - when they suddenly realised who his fishing companions really were.

They soon set out in a rickety old boat with tattered sails that smelt of rotten fish. Before long they could barely see the city or the Pink Palace. This didn’t bother Sultan, who was amazed to see so much water. Secretly he was grateful that he had the dry deck of a ship between himself and the sea. 

As usual, he wasn’t paying attention to those around him even though there was one young chap who reminded him of an odd encounter that he somehow could not place, but he kept on trumpeting with absurd and misplaced enthusiasm. 

He also didn’t notice that the so-called fishermen had quietly removed the part of the ship’s railing right next to where he was standing. When one of the assassins pushed him towards the side, he didn’t resist, and actually move in that direction, being polite. The next thing that was heard was a quiet splash.
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