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| oweyou all, asever . ..

"Snce the prince needs to play the animal he chooses among the beasts the fox and the lion,
because the lion cannot protect itself from snares and the fox cannot protect itself from wolves.
Therefore the prince must be a fox to recognize traps and a lion to frighten the wolves."

--Machiavdli
"If alion could speak, we could not understand him. . ."

--Ludwig Wittgenstein
"Unlike foxes."

--Tiri



PROLOGUE
Monday 14th March
"Dig," said thefox.

So Ashraf Bey dug. Fingers bleeding and grit compacted beneath his broken nails. With only their sticky
rawness to persuade him that he was ill in the world of theliving.

"Dig harder.”

So hedid that too. Handful after handful of coarse salt tumbling into hisface, blinding hiseyesand filling
his mouth, half-open to drag oxygen from dead, fetid air. The voice in his head had promised to help Raf
reach the surface but only if he obeyed every order without argument. Foxes were good at digging their

waly out of traps apparently.

Raf'sbiggest problem before he got buried aive was that no one had told him how far his authority went
asthe new Chief of Policefor Tunis, so he'd decided to assume it went asfar as he wanted; which was
how hedended up . . .

"Likethis, redly."

Raf wasn't too worried about talking to an anima that didn't exist. For a start he had anumber of
ha lucinogensinfecting his bloodstream, from an acid/ketamine mix to aparticularly virulent grade of
skunk. And besides, he knew Tiri wasjust anillusion.

They'd been through this. It was sorted out.

According to Tiri athousand camels once fell through the crust of Ifrigiyas great sdt lake, lashed to each
other in abaggage train. With the beasts went their cargo of dates, the master of the caravanserai and
those who led the animals. Only one man survived, adave who was driven into the desert for lying. His
untrustworthy testimony had been that nothing existed below the ground over which they'd walked but
void. What held thought was endlessly real was no more solid than the skin of adrum or the shell of an
egg sucked dry by asnake.

"S0 you see," saidthefox, "thingsare. . ."
"... Never what they seem.” Raf punched one fist through earth to reach air. "' So you keep telling me.”

Later, when he had dry-vomited fear from his belly, wiped dirt and tears from hisface and cometo terms
with thefact that a surprisngly smal holein the ground near his feet represented victory over desth,
Ashraf Bey cameto adeeper redization.

He stank.

There was no doubt about it. Rancid sweat and the smell of excrement rose like heat from his body. And
with it came the stink of the grave. A sour, lingering foulness that varnished his nakedness, clogging the
indde of hisnogtrils and infesting even the shafts of hisblond hair.

Maybe it wasthissmell that drew the ghosts or perhapsthe drugsin hisblood cleared Raf's eyesto let
him glimpse insde the egg. Whatever, when he set out across Chott € Jerid the ghosts went with him.
Strangers who looked vaguely familiar. Some man held seen in aqueue. A Chinese boy, both too vague
and strange to coalesce. Lady Jdila he recognized. Elegant in her sand-coloured silk jacket stretched
across ample breasts. Eyes made up, lips perfect, neck broken . . . She started to say something, then



went, her words and ghost ripped apart in agust of night wind.
Then thefat man came.

Which was, Raf redized, probably inevitable. Of dl the people hed killed it was Felix Abrinsky who
meattered the most.

"Y ou okay, blondie?

Raf put one step doggedly in front of the other. Shaded his eyes from the sight and tried to pretend he
wasn't crying. "What do you think?' he said.

"Y ou know how it goes," said Fdlix. "These days| don't have much of abrain for thinking." And with that
he limped away, dragging the foot that had been shattered half ayear before, dong with most of his skull,
in abomb blast meant for the man he'd just been walking beside.

PART ONE

CHAPTER 1

Tuesday 1st February

"Out of my way." Major Jalal jabbed hisebow into thekidney of one photographer and shouldered
another into the gutter, watching as frozen dush filled the man's scruffy shoes. Ten paces at most
separated the limo from the door of the casino but five photographers barred the way. Well, three now.

"Chill," his boss said with abroad smile. The mgjor wasn't sureif that was an order or if His Excdllency
was commenting on New Y ork's weather. So Jaa kept hisreply to anod, which covered both bases.

"Prince..."
"Over here..."

His Excdllency Kashif Pashawas used to catcalls and noise from nasrani paparazzi, who whistled a him
like he was someone's dog. It was the only thing he hated about coming to New Y ork.

"Look this way."

Kashif Pashamade the mistake of doing just that and found himsalf staring into the smirking face of
Charlie Vanhie, aWASP reporter held had the misfortune to meet at |east three times before.

"Tdll usabout your plan to throw adinner to celebrate your parents fiftieth wedding anniversary . . ."

Having made the mistake of looking at Charlie Vanhie, the pashathen compounded his error by actually
speaking to the man. "Forty-fifth," he corrected, "it will betheir forty-fifth."

"What makes you think the Emir will turn up?'
Kashif Pasha stared at the man.

"Given that he won't even bein the same room as your mother. What wasit hecaled her ... 7'



Magjor Jaa began to move towards the speaker but His Excellency held up one hand. "Leaveit,” hetold
themgor. "Let me handlethis

Around the time Kashif Pasha stood on a snow-covered sidewalk in Manhattan, bathed in the light of a
flashgun, asmall girl sat a acheap plastic laptop. She was preparing to answer along list of EQ
questions, most of them multiple choice.

Draped around the girl's neck was agrey kitten worn like acollar. Actualy, Ifritah was amaost Sx months
old but she till behaved like a kitten so that was how the girl thought of her.

Lady Hana al-Mansur, wrote the girl in abox marked name. Then she deleted it and typed Hani
instead. There was also abox for her age but this was more problematic since no one was quite sure.
She chose 10 , because either she was about to become ten, or she was ten already, in which case shed
be eleven in lessthan aweek.

In the box marked nationality Hani wrote Ottoman and when the software rejected this she wrote it
again. So then the computer offered her along list of aternatives which she rgjected, finaly compromising
on Other .

Theroom where Hani sat was in ahouse five thousand five hundred and seven milesfrom New York. In
El Iskandryia. A city on the left-hand edge of the Nile Ddlta. Right at the top where the delta jutted out
into the M editerranean.

The madersalooked in on itsdlf in that way many North African houses do. It was old and near decrepit
in places. With a grand entrance onto Rue Sherrif at the front and an unmarked door that led out to an
dley at therear.

Guarding this door was a porter named Khartoum, because the city of Khartoum was where he came
from and he'd refused to reved any other. He smoked cigars backwards, with the lit end inside his mouth
and had given Hani atiny slver hand on athread of cotton to help her do well in thetedts.

Thisimpressed Hani grestly and it went, almost without saying, that Hani would rather have had
Khartoum with her than the cat but her uncle, the bey, had forbidden it. Not crosdy. Just firmly. Because
the box containing the test stated that al computers were to be off-line and no other people wereto bein
the room when the test was taken.

First off was an easy question about being caught in aplane crash. With her plane going down would she:
1) scribble her will on the back of an envelope; 2) offer her help to the pilot; 3) continueto read a

megazine?
The answer was obvioudly continue to read since, a) she'd never learned to fly and so offering help was

pointless and, b) she was unlikely to be carrying an envelope, had she had anything to leave anybody
which shedidn't. . .

Next question was about her father/stepfather/legal other . Since Hani had never met the first, lacked
the second and was uncertain if her Uncle Ashraf counted asthethird, sheignored it, as she did two
more questions about her family.

Then there was a section on school friends , which Hani didn't even bother to read. Thefind bit wasthe
smplest . . . Five hundred faces on aflat screen, each expressing anger or joy, happiness, boredom,
sadness or pain.



Her job was to name that emotion. The section started at acrawl and for the first twenty or so faces Hani
thought this was asfast as the software could go, but asimpatience set in and Hani started hammering at
the keys, her screen became a blur and soon the smal girl was selecting answers so fast her computer
hed dl itsfansrunning.

She got every expression right except for five benchmark indicators where the picture was of her. Even
S0, according to the EQ software, Hani's was the highest score ever recorded for that section, certainly
withinthetime.

The |Q test thet followed wasinfinitely more difficult. So difficult in fact that Hani ran out of time on her
very firgt question. Which was the odd animal out--a sheep, ahen, adog or a shark? Above each choice
was the small photograph, just in case she'd forgotten what the animals looked like.

As answerswent, the shark seemed much too obvious. Especidly given thiswas an intelligence test and
identifying the first three as air-breathing and the shark as a cartilaginous water dweller took no
intelligenceat dll.

So what else could it be? Sheep were actually domesticated goats. At least Hani was pretty sure they
were. Hens had also been domesticated, as had dogs, which were really domesticated wolves. So the
answer could be shark but for aless obvious reason, because humanity had no history of domesticating
sharks.

But what if that was till too obvious?

In the end she chose the sheep over the hen, dog and shark because it was a herbivore and dl the others
ate meat. Although, in the case of the hen, Hani suspected that the bird was actualy omnivorous. This
seemed the mostly likely of the nineteen possible answers she jotted onto a piece of scrap paper.

"So what went wrong?' her uncle asked later, when he finaly tracked Hani down to the madersa's roof
wherethegirl sat obliviousto acold glowering sky.

"With whet?'

"Y our second test. Y ou only did one question and eventhen . . ." Hisvoicetrailed away.
"It wasn't the sheep?'

The thin man with the shades, goatee beard and drop-pearl earring shook his head.
"Which onewasit?' Hani demanded.

"Theshark."

"Becauseit's not domesticated?"

Adhraf d-Mansur, known also as Ashraf Bey, put hisfacein hishands and for amoment looked dmost
ill. He had aniece hdf the city thought was retarded. A mistress who wasn't his mistress because they'd
never actualy fucked. And hisown life. . . Raf stopped, considering that point.

Hed recently resigned his job, the madersa cost more to run than he had coming in and yet, between
them, Hani and Zarawere worth millions. He was being chased for debts while living in a house with two



of North Africalswealthiest people, ether of whom would give him the money, if only held stop refusing
to consder it. As Zarasaid, getting that to make sense was like trying to fasten jeans with azip one side
and buttonholes the other.

Hani sat her test again next morning. Thistime on theflat roof of the al-Mansur madersa. And she did
exactly what her uncle suggested, which was give the most obvious answer to everything. It took her less
than fifteen minutesto achieve a score higher than the software could handle.

CHAPTER 2

Tuesday 1st February

Everything about Manhattan was white, from the sdewalk benesth Mgor Jala's boots to the static
in his Sony earbead that told the mgjor his boss was off-line again. White streets, white cars, white
noise--one way or another snow was responsible for the lot. Well, maybe not the white noise.

Five hours earlier, the windchill dong Fifth Avenue had been enough to make grown men cry but now the
wind was gone, snow fluttered down between the Knox building and Lane Bryant like feathersfrom a
ruptured pillow and the avenue ahead of him was as empty as the mgor's crocodile-skin wallet.

While hisbaoss sat snug in Casino 30/54 losing sums of money the mgor could barely imagine, Mgor
Jdd had been down to Mount Olive trying to bribe hisway into the private room of Charlie Vanhie, the
Boston photographer currently being wired for abroken jaw.

The contents of hiswallet had gone to the pocket of a porter who took the lot and never came back.
And then, when the mgjor gave up in disgust, Six sour-faced paparazzi appeared out of nowhereto grab
frantic shots of him leaving the hospita, in the mistaken belief that the quietly dressed, moustachioed
aide-de-camp was his Armani-clad, elegantly bearded boss. The mgjor just hoped His Excellency was
having abetter night of it.

Unfortunately, Kashif Pashawasnt.

Although the casino wasin New Y ork and His Excellency camefrom Ifrigiya, the roulette whed at which
he played originated in Paris. This ensured it had only one nonpaying number rather than the zero and
double zero found on UStables. It was French because Kashif Pasha placed bets so high he could
dictate the choice of whed, thus limiting the edge dlowed to the house. But for dl this Kashif Pashawas
dill losing. (A Stuation drearily familiar to his aged mother, the Lady Maryam, hisfather and his bankers)

"Excdlency .. ."

Looking up, Kashif Pashawasin time to see an gpologetic croupier lean forward and rake ten scarlet
chipsfrom the grid. So busy had he been listening to the dying clatter of theivory ball that hed forgotten
to check on which number it landed. To Kashif's ear that unmistakable, addictive clicking was pitched
somewhere between an old man's death rattle and the tapping of an infestation of wood beetle.

Both of which reminded him of home.

"Y ou there." Kashif Pashatried to sngp hisfingers and winced, making do with aquick wave of his
injured hand. The effect wasidentical. A young black woman in ashort deerskin skirt hurried forward, a



box of cigars open on her silver tray. Her legswere bare, her breasts laced into atan waistcoat that
otherwise gaped down the front. A badge shaped like afeather announced her as Michelle,

"Sr..." Thewaitresswaited for the well-dressed foreigner to select aMonte Cristo and take the
matches she offered. Something Kashif Pasha did without appearing to notice the bitten nails of hisown
hands, which spoke of long nights and too little deep.

Embossed on the matchbox was atomahawk. The casino's designer had no ideaiif Mohawk Indians
actually fought with hand axes or, indeed, if any Native Americans had ever used such weapons, but
tomahawk sounded like Mohawk and 30 West 54th Street was Mohawk land.

Before it became such, the land on which Casino 30/54 sat belonged to Clack Associates, owners of a
small hotel much loved by rich European tourists. Augustus Clack 111 sold the hotel for an undisclosed
sum to the billionaire financier, Benjamin Agadir, who promptly swapped it with the Mohawks for seven
glass necklaces and ablanket. Since federa regulations specificaly alowed casinosto be opened on
reservationsor any Indian land held in trugt, this negtly circumvented the state law that banned the
establishment of casinosin New Y ork City.

"Faites vos jeux," announced the croupier, asif inviting awholetable of high rollersto place their bets
rather than just the one.

Kashif Pashaignored the man.

Striking amatch, the eldest son and current heir to the Emir of Tunislifted the match to thetip of hiscigar
and sucked. Hismother disapproved of smoking, gambling, whores and a cohol but since cigars were not
expressdy mentioned in the Holy Quran, she sometimes kept her peace. Besides, Kashif Pashawasin
New Y ork City and she was not.

Quitewhat Lady Maryam would have made of the striking murasin the gentlemen'slavatory it was best
not to imagine. Kashif Pashas favourite by far featured Pocahontas undergoing what Americans called
double entry. For what were undoubtedly good cultural reasons, her lovers both sported tails, the back
legs of goats, and small horns.

At homethere were no paintingsin Lady Maryam's wing of the Bardo and no statues. Even his
great-grandfather's famous Neue Sachlichkeit collection of oils had been banished, saved only by the
Emir'sflat refusa to have them destroyed.

Representative art was abhorrent to his mother for usurping the rights of God. But then thiswas awoman
who found even cdligraphy suspect. Which, undoubtedly went some way to explaining why sheld burned
the present hisfather sent her at Kashif's birth. (An Osmanli miniature from the sixteenth century showing
the Prophet's wet nurse Hamina breast-feeding.) And this, in turn, maybe helped explain why Emir
Moncef had refused to see hiswifesince.

Kashif Pasha amiled darkly, hisfavourite expression, and pushed fiveivory chips onto the number
thirteen.

" Rien ne va plus," announced the croupier, asif he hadn't been waiting. No more bets were to be made.
Therewas aritua to go through, even though the room was almost empty and the roul ette table reserved
for Kashif Pasha. The whed spun oneway and the ivory ball was sent tumbling another and when a
number other than thirteen came up, Kashif Pasha just shrugged, carelessly he hoped.

Over the course of the next hour the rampart of countersin front of him became asingleturret, thenlittle
more than ruined foundations and finally dmost disappeared, leaving Kashif Pashawith only six ivory



chips.
The casino would keep the table open for him while Kashif Pasha ordered more counters, that much was
given. Highrollerslike His Excellency got what they wanted. Their own suites, complimentary medls,

limousinesto and from the airport. Even use of the casino's own planeif necessary. And what he wanted
now was a break.

"Okay," said Kashif Pasha. "I'll be back hereat . . ." He glanced at his Rolex and added two hoursto the
timeitwas. "At seven,” he said. "Have the table reset. New whedl, new ball, new grid, new stack of
counters." Which waswhat his croupier seemed to call those hundred-thousand-dollar red chips.

Sliding his sx remaining counters across the table, His Excellency smiled. "For you," he said and watched
the croupier blink. It was agood tip, more so since Kashif Pashawas sometimes known not totip at al.
The croupier would give hdf to the house, but that Still left more than he earned in Six months.

"Thank you, Excdlency," said the man, moving aside to make room for a crop-haired woman who'd
been watching the game from a discreet distance.

"Y our Highness" Thiswas atitle Kashif Pashadidn't warrant but Georgian van Broglie used it anyway.
So far sheld acted asfacilitator on every visit Kashif Pashamade to Casino 30/54 and he had yet to
complain about the socid upgrade. "Shal | have the kitchen organize some supper?”

Shetook his slence as assent.

"Chicken breast," she suggested, "on focaccia, with honey and mustard sauce. A litre of Evian and maybe
some more ginger de?' She nodded to aline of smal and empty bottles of Canada Dry, the plastic
screw-top kind.

Kashif Pashdsusud order. A glorified chicken sandwich washed down with three plastic flasks of
champagne. Quite why aforty-four-year-old North African playboy would want to drink Veuve Clicquot
from an empty Canada Dry bottle Georgian van Broglie didn't know, but then she'd never met Lady
Maryam.

"DoesY our Highness require anything else?"

She saw the man glance across the room to the deerskinned waitress who'd brought him hiscigar. "No
possible," she muttered apologetically. "House rules. I'd love to make an exception but . . ."

Kashif Pashasighed. " Send up something smilar,” he said crosdy. "After you've found me the house
doctor." He checked his knuckles, which were looking more lopsided than ever. "And get room service
to bring me abucket of ice."

CHAPTER 3

Wednesday 2nd February

"Nicolai . .." Emir Moncef's call wasfor hisbodyguard. Asmall and intense Uzbek whose name
was probably something completely different. The Uzbek and aTajik called Alex took turnsto protect
the Emir. They were arecent birthday present from the Soviet ambassador. One Moncef had not known
how to refuse.

Hecalled again, just in case either guard was within hearing, then turned his attention back to the snake.
Desth was always going to come. That it chose to manifest asa dithering viper was unexpected but not



impossible. Although, if the elderly Emir had been forced to bet (a vice he deplored), held have sdlected
afat-tailed scorpion as being more likely.

Scorpions got carried into camp on the flatbeds of trucks or in date baskets. Once, if he remembered
correctly, afat-tail had hitched alift in the cuffs of an NCO's dress trousers. The man had succumbed
within hours and the Emir had banned cuffs on dl uniformsfrom then on.

Hewould die as he had lived hislast forty years, in the smplicity of Ifrigiyas southern desert. A place
where privation reduced |eaves to water-protecting spikes and insects hid within thickly waxed bodiesto
conserve what little water they contained; where beetles survived on one med in two years, if the habitat
S0 demanded, and glasswort displayed a near-suicida tolerance for sdt.

Tossing back his aaban, aheavy cloak still worn by Berber men of a certain age, Emir Moncef raised a
slver-topped stick. Ready to defend himsdlf.

"Get behind me. . ." Hisorder was aimed at aboy in camouflage who till gripped a Nintendo game pad
with frozen fingers.

The Emir's younger son shook his head.
"Murad."

That the Emir used hisreal name scared the boy almost as much as the viper now crawling itsway across
acarpet. Mogly hisfather caled him SP, which stood for small pasha , aname held been given by his
mother before she waskilled. His mother had been one of the Emir's guard, an American convert from
LosAngeles.

Her Jeep had gone off the side of acliff. An accident.
"Doasl| say."

Looking from hisfather to the horned viper, the twelve-year-old again shook his head. Snakes wererare
in the camp, dangerous or otherwise, because intricate webs of woven copper wire lay buried benesath
the perimeter. The webs created an electric field that upset snakes, scorpions and spiders. That was what
EugeniedelaCroix said anyway. And it was her job to know these things.

"Don't be afraid. Just back away."

Afraid?Severd options presented themsalves to Murad and none involved fear or retregt. His duty was
to defend hisfather, His Highness Moncef a-Mansur, better known asthe Emir of Tunisand ruler of
Ifrigiya (father of hispeople, loved by dl). ThisMurad knew from reading it each morning in the cheap,
Arab-language red tops the Emir inssted on having delivered by helicopter.

Kashif Pasha punches American paparazz . . .

Today's Es Sabah lay on aleather and oak table, one so ancient itsiron nails had gone dark as the wood
and quite as shiny. Under the paper rested a photograph abum amost as old. No one was dlowed to
look inside. Which was why Murad had never been able to ask why it contained postcard after postcard
of bare-breasted women ranging from girls his own age to those as old as his mother would have been.

Berber said some, others Taurag . Most were smply described as Mauresque , sometimes Belle
Mauresgue , occasondly Jeune Femme Arabe . . . Once as Tuenisch-orientalische Typen . Almost
al dared flat-eyed at the camera. Asif trying to withdraw from aworld where colonid officers scribbled
"C'est tresintéressant” acrossthe back, stuck afive-centime stamp over the breast of a



twelve-year-old and posted it to acousin in Marsallles.
"Murad."

Outside, speakers blared male habtl madjatch , arai track even older than hisfather, whose favourite
song it was. The rhythms and repetitions, drum and weird whistle as familiar to the boy asany adhan
the cdll to prayer, though Murad would never admit as much and even thinking so worried him.

So beit. His choice was made. As God wills.

Murad added insha alla without even noticing. Theway his mother used to say bless you every timehe
Sheezed.

Hewastwelve, after dl. Old enough for what came next.

Fires had been lit for the midday meal and someone nearby was roasting goat over branches ripped from
athornbush, both wood and goat having been brought in by truck. There was no kindling thisfar south.
Hewould missthe med and the camp and hisfather . . .

Their previous camp had been better, more to do and less sand. The goat-hair tents were carried on
camds only when photographers were around. The rest of the time a ponytailed Texan called Pigpen
bundled the tentsinto trucks and broke them down and set them up wherever the Emir wanted.

Few outsders understood why the Emir dlowed a nasrani such freedom. Those who did had seen the
speed at which the Texan could break down a camp when the old man wanted it doneredly fast.

"Pull yourself together . . ." The Emir was cross now.

"I'm not frightened,” Murad shot back with dl the indignation he could muster. “I'm planning.” Hisfather
was dwaystdling him to think ahead.

Dropping his Nintendo, Murad reached for asilver coffee jug and flipped back itslid. Thejug wasinlaid
with copper and bronze. Evenitsivory handle was hot. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the Emir
shake his head but it wastoo late, Murad had aready hurled coffee into the face of the horned viper.

Most of it missed.
"Guards."

Ignoring the old man's demand and the sudden hammering of fear in hisown ears, Murad threw the silver
pot after the coffee, just managing to hit the viper'stail. So much for hisfirst plan.

Onasdewal of the tent hung the sword his great-grandfather took from a dying colond after askirmish
outsde Neffatia, the year the French were driven from Tunisa, asIfrigiyawasthen caled.

The boy was lunging for thiswhen Emir Moncef stepped forward, grabbed Murad by the shoulder and
threw him towards the entrance with more force than the old man knew he possessed. He understood
when aviper was about to attack, even if hisyoungest son didntt.

"Alex, Nicolai . .."

Part of the Emir still hoped that fate might alow him to step back from danger; because courage was one
thing and stupidity another and to grow old in thisworld one needed to be able to tell the difference. But



the viper was ready to strike. Something the old man redlized, he suspected, even before the reptilian,
pea-sized brain that was his death's whole being.

Moncef d-Mansur looked death in the eyes, heard its hiss and fdlt time dow asthe viper froze on the
edge of movemen.

The Emir was too old and too exhausted by his argument with Murad to be able to avoid astrike
completely, so he made do with twisting matador style in the hope that the bite might be lessthan totd. In
this alone he was lucky. One fang buried itsalf deep into his calf, the other tore the cloth of arobe that
time and washing had reduced to the consistency of rotten sack.

Thelast thing Emir Moncef heard before hefdll to the floor and found himself face-to-face with the
carpet was his son begin to scream. A noise loud enough to drown out the music of Cheb Khaled and
the running feet of hisabsent guards. Thelast of which, had the Emir been ableto hear it, would merely
have confirmed his opinion that panic and fury had no place in awell-run camp.

CHAPTER 4

Wednesday 2nd February

Kashif al-Mansur liked snow and always had done.Mostly heliked it in cities such asNew Y ork,
where flakes fluttered down between canyonsto bury the sdewaks and cars. Everything turning white
and picture-postcard.

At home when snow fell, which was not often, white gprinkled the mountains of the High Tell and oak
valeystowards the northern coast, dusting the red roofs of farmhouses built and later deserted by French
setlers. HEd been impressed by that asa child, until he discovered what winter realy looked like.

The snow Kashif Pasharedly liked, however, fel on carefully seected ski resorts. &t Mortizin
Switzerland, Geilo in Norway, America's own Aspen. Playgrounds that featured mountain lodges, black
runs, and alarge, interchangeable and ever-fluid collection of people who wanted to be hisfriend.

Thickset indugtridists with salt-and-pepper hair, fake tans and astute eyes readily offered him use of their
chalets, snowcats, and daughters. Not to mention unsecured |oans and bribes disguised as business
opportunities.

Hisfather might be a pariah but Kashif Pashawas a different proposition, loved by those who hated
every vaue for which Emir Moncef stood. And Kashif worked hard on his reputation. Hisloans were
aways repaid and he was politenessitsdlf to the Western girlswho, drunk or drugged, fell against himin
theritzy barsasif champagne or charlie had taken away their balance.

From timeto time, there would be aflash that lit the darkness of some bar and another photograph
would appear, gpparently showing him snuggled up with the daughter of a German indugtrialist or
American banker.

Theinevitable result of thiswas aletter from his mother. Handwritten, sealed with wax and sent through
diplomatic channdls. Lady Maryam's lament was dways the same. At her age and in her state of hedlth,
how could he. . . The woman, needlessto say, had the nerves of atrained killer and the physica
congtitution of a battle-hardened commando. Only her age was against her.



Kashif Pashasreplies were asritud as his mother's complaints. The whey-faced teenager in the
photograph was the daughter/

niece/lover of some man he barely knew and had certainly never shared hisbed. It was doubtful if Lady
Maryam believed this, but then she knew far less about her son than she imagined.

His preferences had been formed early, one Saturday in early January while his mother was away,
sometime between the callsto prayer at dawn and noon. That was when held first noticed Sophia, a
barefoot Sudanese maid maybe two years older than he. He wasn't even aware of having seen her before
until she cameinto hisroom to sweep up and found him gtill half-adeep in a bateau lit.

Her hurried gpology got lost beneath his demand that she open his curtains, which were both long and
heavy. Kashif had just been moved into anew suite of rooms, one fitted out in the English style, so that
he would not disgrace himsdlf by exhibiting unfamiliarity on arriva a his new school outside London, a
city chosen largely because hisfather had wanted Paris.

"Open them dl," Kashif's twelve-year-old saf had demanded. "That's an order.”

With reluctance, the girl (whose name Kashif was only to ask aweek later) |eft the safety of her doorway
and yanked back the nearest curtain, though it was embarrassment not anger that made her movements
S0 abrupt.

"And the next window and the one after that."

Sophiawent dong thewal asingtructed, pulling back curtains originaly sewn by the venerable Paris
textile house of Nobilis Fontan, until Kashif had an uninterrupted view of a courtyard outside. One so
large that aregiment could have assembled there.

"Excdllency . . ." Sophias curtsy was made clumsy by her dash for the door.

"All the curtains," Kashif demanded, nodding to the only window that mattered, asmal one set highinthe
wall over his head. To get there Sophiawould have to step onto his bateau lit and reach up. Kashif
watched her face darken as sheredlized it. She had keloid scars on her cheeks, the way Berber women
in the south had tattoos benesth their eyes. Scars, aface far finer than his, and huge, doubtful eyes.

"That window too please.” Kashif was suddenly polite. Asfor thefirgt time he understood that she might
refuse. If that happened, Kashif wasn't sure he knew what to do.

"Excdlency." Sophiagave something that was haf nod and half shrug, accepting theinevitable. Three
steps took her to the bed and then, as Kashif watched from the corner of his eye she stepped up onto his
mattress, revealing adark flash of caf. For amoment she fought for her baance, then did what held only
haf believed she might, stepped clean over him and reached up, her fingerstugging the curtain.

He expected her to step down immediately and run from the room but she remained where shewas,
garing up asif a somevison. And athough she wore no pantsthere was little for Kashif to see. A dark
gash for her sex, acurve of bare buttock, more shadow than flesh. Heavy legs. An ankle showing some
kind of insect bite,

Hewas gtill considering this when Sophia stepped down and gestured towards the bigger windows
behind her. All of them reveding the same miracle. For thefirg timein Kashif'slife and, for dl he knew,
thefirg timein history, fat flakes of snow had begunto fal on the city of Tunis.

Kashif Pasha amiled.



"Hereyou go." Hedipped ared chip into the hand of the girl who'd earlier brought him acigar and
dropped another two into the waiting fingers of the croupier. Tipping so much to Michdlewasan
extravagance and, from the hastily controlled expression on the face of hisfacilitor, Georgian van Broglie,
not quite how 30/54 liked its patrons to behave.

Kashif Pasha's smile grew broader. Next time the cigar girl would cometo his suite of her own accord,
never realizing shed been bought, in advance, for far lessthan he would have paid.

"Andthisbdongstoyou. . ."

Georgian van Broglie prepared to bristle at the indignity of being tipped, something she'd stopped
needing the moment she got put on acut of the house percentage. And found hersdlf instead holding a
business card. The card wasjust that, arectangle of thick paper made from wood pulp, its china-clay
surface embossed with asmall logo. Below the logo, which managed to combine atorque wresth with an
old-fashioned propeller was the address of aprivate airport, one of Long Idand'sfinest.

"Anytime you're bored, fed freeto call that number. One of my pilotswill take you, plusfamily or friends,
anywhere you want and bring you back again, when you want. Caracas, Bombay, Hong Kong . . ."

Her stunned expression was worth the gesture. Besides, Kashif gave good odds she'd never take up his
offer. That card would remain in her walet and get shown to friends, both socia and business, while his
jet would remain on the ground, fuel unused. So far no one had ever taken him up on aflight. Something
about the very extravagance of his gesture prevented them.

Georgian van Broglie was till stuttering her thanks when someone knocked at the door. "Excedllency, I'm
sorry ..

Outsde, in the pandled expanse of lobby stood an officer from the NY PD and beside him, looking
flustered, the casino's head of security, al cropped hair and diamond earstud. Accompanying them wasa
amal manwiththesmell of alawyer.

"Kashif d-Mansur?"

No sooner had the uniformed officer poken than the small man put up ahand. "Not in here" he said
firmly and glanced at the head of security asif expecting the man to toss the officer onto the street. "This
casnoisontriba land. You know therules™

"What's the problem?" Kashif's voice was cdm, with an easy familiarity that didn't reach hiseyes.
"Therésbeenacomplaint . . ."

"Outsde," ingsted the smal man, managing to ook apologetic and determined at the sametime. The
officer got the determination, Kashif got the gpology.

"A photographer aleges. . ."

Beforethe small lawyer had even relaunched his protest Kashif Pasha was holding up awhite booklet.
Heput it half an inch from the officer'sface. "Do you know what thisis?"

The man shook his head. They both knew that was alie.

"It'sa carte blanche ," said Kashif Pasha, flicking to the first page. The photograph showed aman



younger by four years, alittle lessworn, his cheekslessfull; the beard was the same though. "Tota
diplomatic immunity," Kashif explained, though this was unnecessary. The words were written in severa
languages across the top of each page. "Y ou have a problem, take it up with the embassy.”

"The embassy isin Washington."

"So take aplane. Or even better don't bother. I'm leaving New York in about . . ." Kashif Pasha
checked his Rolex, which looked silver but was actudly platinum. "Thirty minutes. Everything | need to
do herel've done." Rubbing hisfist absentmindedly, Kashif rechecked the time and smiled past the
officer a the snow fdling onto 54th Street beyond.

CHAPTERS

Saturday 5th February

Oncein atimewhen animals ill talked and djinn walked the earth quite openly, the Sultan of
Bokhara sent for a mullah living in a distant village. His message was simple.

"Come at once. | need advice." For the Sultan expected the arrival of an Indian ambassador and
the Mullah was. . .

A rumblein her tummy made Hani suck her teeth in sudden irritation. Now someone was bound to offer
her food.

"Hungry?" Ashraf Bey's question came from acrossthe gaa, areception room that occupied amost all of
thefirst floor of the a-Mansur madersa: the mansion His Excedllency shared with hisyoung niece, his
Portuguese cook, a Sufi porter and the woman I skandryian gossip sill assumed was his mistress,
wrongly asit happened.

In summer the gaa was open to the elements along one side but now was winter and the arches
overlooking the central courtyard were closed off with specidly cut sheets of glass. A samdl fountain
played in the middle of the gaa floor, carved, five hundred years before, from asingle block of horsehair
marble.

Silver baloonsfloated from this because today was Hani's tenth birthday. Although Khartoum, who was
friends with the cook but tended to disagree with her on almost everything as amatter of principle,
inggted it was Hani's deventh. Largely, Hani suspected, because Donnainssted it wasn't.

And as no one could actudly find a birth certificate for the child and Hani had been born el sewhere, the
question remained open. Lady Nafisamight have been able to provide an answer but Hani's aunt was
dead. Something elsefor Hani to fed guilty about.

"Hungry?' Raf repested.
"No," said Hani. "Not redly."

The mullah's reply to the Sultan was equally simple. "1 am unable to attend, O King, as| rely for
life upon the sweet air of Qasr al Arifin and have no way to bring thiswith me in storage jars.”

Hani paused, her small fingers hovering in midair. A matrix of fine wires across the back of her hands
ended in finger thimbles. Every time her hands flicked acrossthe invisible keys of her imaginary
keyboard, words got added to a processing package installed on her Igptop one floor up in the
haremlek . Very clever but not madly practica because Hani relied on seeing a screen to write.



All the same, it was kind of Hamzah Effendi to send her a present. Hamzah Effendi was Zaras father and
Zarawasthe girl her Uncle Ashraf should have married, the one everyone thought . . .

If only.

Hani kicked her heds againgt the legs of asilver chair and sighed. Another four paragraphs and shed let
hersalf go down to the kitchen to make coffee.

At first the Sultan was perplexed by this answer. And then, after consideration of the mullah's
open disrespect, he determined to remonstrate with the man when they next met, famous sage or
not. At about this time the visit from the Indian ambassador was cancelled and so the Sultan
needed no advice from anyone after all.

Many months later, as fig leaves began dropping and the stars grew cold the Sultan sat down to
supper and no sooner had he picked up his goblet than an assassin leapt upon him. Immediately,
Mullah Bahaudin, having entered the dining room at this exact moment, jumped upon the assassin
and wrestled him to the ground.

"O Mullah," said the Qultan, "It seems | am indebted to you in spite of your earlier rudeness.”

Mullah Bahaudin smiled. "O Sultan," he said sweetly. "The courtesy of those who know isto be
available when actually needed, not sit waiting for emissaries who will never arrive. . ."

Hani flicked her fingers over anonexistent trackball to shut down her laptop and pulled off her gloves.
She would write the rest of Bahaudin's story, particularly the bit where the Mullah met amiracle worker
who could walk on water--but to get thingsright she redlly did need a screen.

"Okay," Hani said, dipping down from her chair. "I'm off to make some coffee.” Sheleft her comment
hang in the air, afact that seemed to escape both Uncle Ashraf and Zara. " Anyone like some?' Hani
asked loudly.

"Donnacan makeit," Raf replied.

It was the wrong answer.

"Just look at this," said Donna, waving one heavy hand at her television, as sheinsisted on describing the
kitchen newsfeed.

"Diggraceful. Y ou could get twice the zest out of that."
On screen aplump boy in a chef's hat was discarding haf alemon.

"Now he'sadding cream ," Donnasaid, with adisgusted shake of her head. " Cream.” The old woman
loved watching the German channelsfor their sheer outrage.

When Hani said nothing Donna switched her attention from the recipe for Schwetche Kuchen to Hani's
face and jerked her head upwards, through the ceiling. " Still arguing?”

The child nodded.
"About you?'

Hani looked at her. "What do you think?" Everyone in the house knew what Hani thought. She refused to



go to schoal in New Y ork and she didn't want atutor a home. Hani was beginning to wish sheld never
taken those tests.

"Zarajust wantsto get rid of me," Hani said. "They both do."
"That'snot . . ." Donnasighed. "Sit down," she said in avoice that allowed for no argument.

Frying last season'samondsin adrizzle of olive oil and grating rock sdt over the top, Donna tipped the
result onto a single sheet of kitchen paper, which she screwed into abdl to remove most of the oil. "Eat,”
shetold Hani, when the tapas was ready.

Hani did what shewastold, Spping at aglass of red wine Donna had placed beside the plate of amonds.

"Now you listento me," said Donna. "It's your birthday. Y ou mustn't be upset on your birthday because
it makesfor bad luck. And thisisn't redlly about you'. . ."

"Yesitis"

"No," Donnasaid firmly. "It'snot . . ." She Sighed and took her own gulp of Hani'swine. "It's about
something else. Something grown-up. Y ou know what 1'd like to do with those two?"

"What?' asked Hani, suddenly interested.

"Ahh," the elderly Portuguese woman shrugged in irritation. "No matter. Y ou're too young to know about
thesethings. . ."

Although if Donna’s solution was anything like that of the madersa's porter, then Hani had a pretty good
ideadready. Khartoum's suggestion involved bricking Uncle Aghraf and Zarainto aroom with abed and
not | etting them out until they made sheets.

Hani wasn't sure where the bricks or sheets came into it, but she got the genera point.
"Y ou want more birthday cake?'
"Not redly." Hani shook her head. "l cameto get coffee.”

"Caffeine darkensthe skin," said Donna crosdy. Her own face was as brown as the inside membrane of
awanut and dmost as crumpled.

"It'sfor His Excdlency.”

The Portuguese woman |ooked doubtful.

"Papers." Hani announced before she was even through the marble arch into the gaa. Zaraand Uncle
Ashraf would have had to be deaf not to hear Hani coming, shed stamped so hard on her way up.

On Hani'stray were a collection of afternoon papers, three tiny mugs of mud-thick coffee, and the plate
of baklava Donnahad inssted she take. Most of the papers blamed Thiergarten for the attack on Emir
Moncef. Only one chose Washington over Berlin. And that one was more concerned with the miracle of
the Emir'ssurvivd.

"The Enquirer ," shetold her uncle, dropping it onto histable and using it asamat for his coffee.



Pope To Make Boy Saint?

The Emir of Tunis had been saved from death by achild's power of prayer; the Enquirer was quite
categoric about that. An unnamed source close to Emir Moncef had confirmed how, in the abbsence of
serum, the Emir's youngest son had prayed over the unconscious body of hisfather, refusing to leave
Moncef's bedside until the Emir finaly awoke.

Missing from the story was the obvious fact that Pope Leo V11 was unlikely to begtify, never mind
canonize, aminor Idamic princeling (even assuming the mufti in Stambul waswilling). Also missng was
thefact that, far from being ahero, Murad Pasha had found himself in deep disgrace. In fact the beating
he received for not obeying an order from the Emir left the boy unable to Sit for three days.

Raf skim-read the story, shifted his cup to reach the end, and tossed the lies to the floor, narrowly
missing Ifritah, Hani'sgrey cat.

"Uncle Ashraf!"

"It was an accident,” Raf said firmly, and went back to work.

A fine-tooth comb, plusingtructions on the correct way to lift potential evidence from pubic hair.
A Mirandacard, onesdelisting Inalienable Rights , the other Rules of Plain View .

Two dozen unused postmortem fingerprint cards, both left and right.

Vacuum-packed latex gloves, eight pairs.

A booklet in Spanish on Vucetich's system of fingerprint classification, samped LAPD not to be
removed.

A foldout chart of poisons, arranged by the time in which they begin to react. Starting with ammonia ,
resction time zero, and ending with stibine , three days to three weeks. . .

One single sheet of 80gsm A4 paper of the kind used in police stations across North Africa. Oniit the
trandation of an Ottoman wedding certificate typed on amanua typewriter, which suggested afear of
leaving dectronic footprints. The names had been filled in but the dates | eft blank.

Polaroids, two, of ayoung man standing by a Jeep.

A jewdlery roll made from chamois |leather that turned out to contain three scapels and a collection of
surgica sted blades.

A small .22 derringer, two-shot, with an over/under configuration and mother-of-pearl grips, badly
scratched. A handful of postcards. . .

Set out in front of Raf on an ova dining table, amid the debris of bregkfast and the coffee Hani had just
brought were fragments from two lives now gone. The Polaroids, both faded, had arrived in that
morning's post; everything el se belonged to Felix Abrinsky, Chief of Detectivesin El Iskandryiaand
briefly afriend.

It was along time since Raf had been this upset and the fedling was unfamiliar. What he fdt as atightness
in the back of histhroat he took to be side effects from dust thrown up by workmen in agarden beyond
the courtyard outside.



Me having a good time, read acard. Flipping it over, Raf paused, eyes sweeping between two women
intheir early twenties, both bare-breasted and joined by asilver chain between nipple rings.

One had abottle of beer clasped againgt her button-flied groin in crude imitation of an erect penisand
both looked astired and hot as the old man in the tutu behind them, the one bending bare-arsed over an

open grill.

"How very American."

Raf looked up to find Zara standing by his shoulder. Hollow-eyed, full-breasted and infinitely fragile snce
the night amonth back she'd come unasked to hisroom and been sent away. She was younger by three
or four years than the women in the photograph and wore significantly more clothes.

"Trudi and Barbara," Raf said, in answer to a question not asked.

"Friends of yours?' There was enough of an edge to Zaras question to make Hani look up, though al the
child did was sigh and return to her chess computer. So far she'd won seventeen games straight. She
reckoned Uncle Ashraf could be persuaded to let her buy asmarter mode if she managed to get the total
up tofifty.

"Felix's daughter and her partner . . . That one's Trudi," Raf added, indicating the taller woman.

It had fallen to Raf to write to Trudi with news of her father's death. A job Raf took in an attempt to
assuage his own guilt. No one had suggested prosecuting Raf over the shooting of Felix because by then
he'd dready been offered the fat man'sjob. And arresting El Iskandryia's new Chief of Detectives was
widely recognized as being abad career move.

Of course, that was over too. Raf had lasted about two months as Chief, rather longer than he intended.
The gun and the badge had gone back; the only thing Raf kept wasthe fat man's silver Cadillac and that
gl sat in aparking lot under the police HQ at Champoallion.

"She looks that good?!

Raf blinked, redlized he was till staring at Felix’'s daughter and put the card down, face to the table, one
item among many. "l wasthinking," he said smply. "About what happened.”

Zaraopened her mouth, then changed her mind. She was running out of fingersto count the number of
times sheld screwed up in the last six months by opening her mouth before thinking. And bizarre asit
seemed, probably her worst mistake was not marrying the man she was so busy insulting.

Zarahad no objection to arranged marriages. She just hadn't enjoyed being a piece in her mother's game
of socia advancement. Other recent screwups involved finding hersalf seminaked in aloca paper and
appearing in court, supposedly defending her father.

Which one of the rest was actually the worst was atoss-up between . . . Wdll, that changed. If forced to
choose, sheld say her current number one, her al-time recent fuckup was moving in with Raf, though that
wasn't how shed put it to her father. It was the a-Mansur madersa she was moving into, at Hani's
suggestion. Raf wasjust coincidentd.

Only held never been coincidentd, at least not since that evening back in the summer on aboat in the
Aegean, when shed let him dip the shirt from her shoulders and watched it fal. Months later she went to
his bed twice in three days, where she did more than sheintended and less than he wanted. That was



how sheld put it to him later or maybe that was how he put it to her.
Zarafound it too crud to remember.
"Y ou okay?"

"Why shouldn't | be?" Zara's voice sounded mean, even to her, and from somewhere across the other
gdeof the gaa came another sigh.

Raf and Zarasulking wasn't what Hani had in mind for her birthday, but it was il infinitely better than
last year. That had fallen on aFriday, which meant no presents. From thefirst call to prayer to the
moment Donna put Hani to bed, her day had been spent in silence, sewing and reading. Aunt Nafisahad
firm opinions on keeping Friday haly.

Now Lady Nafisawas dead and Hani had balloons, the gaa 'ssmall fountain frothed with
environmentally safe pink bubbles and Donna had spent yesterday baking a huge chocolate.. . .

"I'm going to get some cake," said Hani, moving her queen. "Who wants some?' She stared at her uncle
and kept staring until he finally raised his head to look &t her.

"Ceke?'
Raf nodded.

"Excdlent," said Hani as she recorded another win. "Y ou can help me get it." Leaving her computer to
shuffle through an ancient dgorithm that would return every piecetoitsrightful place, she pushed back
her chair. "Unlessyouretoo busy . .. 7'

"No," hesaid. "Not too busy." Raf snapped shut the scrapbook he'd been examining as Hani reached his
table. Most of the subjects were naked and al were dead, every one of them showed awound of some
kind or another. Near the beginning some of the crime shots were old enough to be in black or white and
towards the end afew used the new Kodak tri-D format, which gave the wounds a disconcerting depth.
Fdlix had annotated thelot, his handwriting hardly changing over the years.

"Not good,” said Hani.
Raf looked at her.

"Glueis much better than tape for sticking pictures. It doesless damage.” Hani's smile was bright, only
her dark eyes betraying her asthey flicked from Raf to the abum, then acrossthe gaa to where Zara sat
listlesdy reading anovd.

CHAPTER 6

Monday 7th February

Monday mor ning brought clouds. Relative humidity stoodat 71 percent, projected to drop ten
points by early afternoon. And there was, according to Raf's watch, near certainty that it would
rain--hardly shocking newsfor February in El Iskandryia

Longer-term predictions feastured a severe depression beginning in March. Onethat would, if the



forecastslived up to their current accuracy ratings, pull hot air from the Sahara and wrap parts of North
Africainakhamsin wind, but for now temperatures remained around 10°C and the sky was date grey.

"Wrong," sad the voiceindde Raf'shead, "it's molten lead."

Heignored this and concentrated on ripping apart his breakfast. Pedling back oily flakesto revea sticky
amond paste within.

The next voice came from the world outside.

"Excdlency." Le Trianon's very own maitre d' scooped Raf's empty cup onto asilver tray and replaced it
with afresh cappuccino. "1s something wrong with your croissant?'

"No, it'sfine."

Le Trianon was | skandryia's most famous café. A statement both Pastroudis and Café Athineos would
probably dispute. Occupying the corner site where Rue Missalamet Place Saad Zaghloul, with aterrace
on Rue Missdaand exits on both, Le Trianon offered an aguarium darkness of spotlesslinen and
Napoleon Il chairs. Discreet wooden screens managed to combine art deco with Moorish fantasia,
while aseries of art deco murals displayed pert-breasted, half-naked dancing girlsin jewelled dippers
and digphanous trousers.

"You love it really," sad the fox, who hated Orientalist kitsch. But then Tiri refused to buy into arule
that defined everything over acentury as classic by defaullt.

The table Raf used was on the terrace and he sat facing the street, because thisallowed himto ignorea
bank of dlevatorsinsde. There were three elevators, framed in brass, with deco moulding and coloured
ename around their doors. Only directors of the Third Circle were alowed to use these, which wasfine
with Raf because, asthe son of apasha, he automatically qudified for a C3 corner office with magnificent
views of Iskandryias Eastern Harbour.

Raf had his own opinion about his parentage but as no one €l se seemed bothered he was attempting to
keep thisto himsdif.

Between the harbour wall and Raf's office stood Place Zaghloul, so his windows aso overlooked pam
trees, abusy bus station and astark plinth on which rested Zaghloul Pasha, nationdist leader and the man
who drove the British from Egypt in 1916.

Asbefitted hisrank as abey, Raf's office featured a Bokhararug, awhite leather sofa, afiling cabinet
made from mahogany and edged with brass and alarge, predominantly blue-and-pink Naghi of the
square outside, painted in 1943 and borrowed from the Khediva ingtitute in Al Qahirah. What the room
lacked was a computer or telephone, filesto put in the €l egant cabinet and any documents of redl
importance.

No one expected directorsto work, least of all Madame Nordstrom, who in her twenty-fourth year as
office manager of C3 regarded al directorships as entirely token, much like the sdlary. So he spent his
morningsin the café downgtairs, an arrangement that satisfied both Ingrid Nordstrom and Le Trianon's
maitre d' but was beginning to irritate Raf. Not because he didiked drinking cappuccino or reading the
papers but because, every morning as Raf was shown to histable on the terrace, Tiri popped up to
mutter emotional institutionalization . It was a phrase with which they were both far too familiar.

Most of the visitorsto the famous café drank espresso or sticky, mud-thick shots of Turkish mocha; but
then, what with it being February, everyone e se ate their breakfast indoors.



Only Raf ingsted on a pavement table,

For awhile, amatter of weeks only, hed had bodyguards to hold the tourists at bay and protect him
from fundamentalists, crazies, German agents of the Thiergarten and anyone € se who might belikely to
attack the Governor of El 1skandryia; but that was before he resigned, when he had adifferent job.

"Wrong," sad thefox. " That was when you had a job. Working at the Third Circle doesn't really . .

"...count,” said someone, Stting hersaf down.
Raf blinked.

Shewas dressed entirely in grey, with agrey plait and minima makeup. Her beauty had the fragility of
old skin over fine bones, worn for so long shetook it for granted. "No magic,” she said. Y ou were
talking to yoursdf. One of the many traits you share with your father."

Therewas no red reply to that so instead Raf concentrated on hisvisitor. And even without his acute
sense of smell held have noticed astink of camphor rising from her elegant skirt and jacket, spotted the
dust under the buckles on her black shoes.

"Mostly | wear auniform,” said the woman, settling back into achair. "Thesewerewhat | could find . . .
Y our nogtrilsflared,” she added by way of explanation. "Anyway | have afile on you. Augmented
reflexes, heightened vision, hearing and smell . . . Ever since Khedive Tewfik sent me acopy I've been
wanting to ask you if that dso went for tagte. . ."

"Obviously," replied thefox.

Raf took longer to think about it, studying the woman as he did so. She wore no jewellery, not even
earrings. Her blusher was so immaculate asto beinvisible. Her jacket well cut, with double stitching to
the buttonholes. Although the most noticeable feasture was a discreet bulge to one sde where shewore a
small holster clipped to the back of her hip.

Something smdll but effective, like a.32 |oaded with hollow point.

"Impossibleto judge," said Raf, returning to the question of taste. "Because, in the end, how do | know
how thingstaste to you?'

"How very Cartesan," said the woman and raised afinger. "Espresso,” shetold her waiter. "Makeit a
double and keep them coming.” The man actualy bowed, which marked the first time Raf had ever seen
oneof Le Trianon'swaiters do that.

"HesIfrigiyan,” shetold Raf, pulling acigarette case from asmal crocodile-skin handbag asif this
explained everything. FHipping open the case, she tapped out a Gauloise, one of the old-fashioned kind
without filter. ™Y ou don't mind if | smoke." Her question was very much an afterthought, if it wasa
question. It sounded much more like a statement of fact.

"Aghraf Bey," shesaid. "Colond Ashraf d-Mansur, ex—Chief of Detectives, ex—Governor of El
Iskandryia. . . You don't keep any of your jobsvery long, do you?'

"I have avery low boredom threshold." Raf's voice was deadpan.

The woman laughed. "Good," she said. Dragging deep, she settled back in her chair and Sghed, smoke
softening her thin face and making her appear suddenly younger. Her age was indeterminate, somewhere



over Sixty but after that difficult to say.

Expats and settlers, Raf had seen other women like her. Bodies kept lean by the heat and adiet of
cigarettes and dcohol. Usudly they were bottle blond with faces leathered by hard living and too much
sun. Whoever she was, this woman was different. Sheld let her hair go grey for agtart.

"Who areyou?' Raf demanded.

She shrugged. "Ask the waiter when he arrives.” She nodded to the man bringing her coffee, so Raf
asked. And what impressed Raf most was that the waiter looked to the woman, seeking her permission
before answering. It took alot to outrank adirector of the Third Circlein acafé directly below C3's
head office. But it was becoming rapidly obviousto Raf that this person did.

"Y ou've heard about the attack on the Emir?'
"Only what was on the news."

"Haf-truths and guesses,”" said Eugenie delaCroix. "All of it." She gazed at Raf, face intent. "What do
you know about the Revolt of the Naked?'

Raf's answer was honest, less than zero.

"They took over Baghdad," said Eugenie. "After the death of Harun a-Rashid. An uprising of the poor
made poorer by a dispute between Harun's sons over the succession. | don't approve of chaos,” the
woman said, "but sometimesit is deserved.”

"When wasthis?'
"About twelve hundred years ago.”
Behind his shades Raf raised his eyebrows.

"Quite," said Eugenie. "Sowhy do | have your haf brother Kashif swearing that something caled the NR
is behind the attack on your father?'

"Because he'slying?' said Ref. "Always assuming heismy haf brother . . ."
Eugeniesmiled. "So cynicd," she said, "and you haven't even met him.”

"Nor do | intend to,” said Raf. "And if | wereyou, I'd start with the Thiergarten . Berlin usualy seemsto
be behind mogt problems.™

Eugenie shook her head firmly. "Not in Tunis," she said. "We have an agreement . . ."

"Areyou sure?' Raf took asip of lukewarm coffee. "l thought the Thiergarten were alaw unto
themselves. . ." Popular rumour had Berlin's agents able to scale sheer walls and pass unseen through
double-locked doors. A belief that sold papers and did Berlinno harm at all.

"Believeme," said Eugenie. "I'm sure." She spoke like someone who had the negetives, which she
probably did, or at least duplicates. Old and undoubtedly embarrassing. The fact the man in question was
long dead would do nothing to make them less deadly. The Kaiser was very protective of hislate father.
Understandably, in the circumstances.

"Then start with Kashif's suspects,” Raf suggested. "Seeif they redlly could mount such an assassination
atempt.”



"That'swhy I'm here"

Raf looked at Eugenie.

"| thought you might do it."
"Noway." He shook his head.

"I suppose | could appedl to your sense of family duty,” Eugenie said. "Or mention the fact your aunt's
debts seem to have swallowed whét little money sheleft, while your sdlary from the Third Circleisworth
less than nothing. Then there's your boredom . . . Which one would work?”

"None" Ref said.
"Heis your father."

"My father was a backpacker from Sweden." Raf's voice was firm. "1'd give you more details but my
mother forgot to get hisname.”

"Ahyes," said the woman, "Per Lindstrom. I've heard that version . . ." Shelooked at him. "Some
people,” she said, "would be proud to cal the Emir of Tunisther father."

"Alunatic," said thefox. "Ruler of the only country not to sign the 2005 UN accord on
biotechnology . . ."

"Some people aren't me," said Raf, which sounded ether too smug or more bitter than he intended, but
Raf et the words hang anyway.

It seemed that Eugenie was not |ooking for someone to guard the Emir, which had been Raf's first
thought. He only understood why Eugenie was so offended by this ideawhen he redlized she'd dready
taken that job for hersdlf, dlong with her job as his head of security, not to mention hislongest-serving
ade.

"Just aswell," said Raf. "My reputation isoverrated.”

For thefirgt time since they'd met Eugenie smiled. "I'veread your files" she said. "Explosives,
counterintelligence, close-quarter combat . . ."

"Andif | saditwasdl lies?'
"I wouldn't believe you. But those aren't the skills | need anyway. It'syour other tdents. . ."
Raf looked blank.

"Y ou solved your aunt's murder,”" said Eugenie. "Faced down the Thiergarten . Got Zara's half brother
aboard the Khedive'sliner and had him take awar crimina into custody, in the face of Moscow, Paris
and Belin."

"Yeah, right," said the fox, sotto voce. "You want to tell her how it really happened?”
Raf shook his head.
"What?" asked Eugenie.



"I'mnot doingit,” Raf said.

And somewhereinsde hisskull the fox grinned and kept grinning while Eugenie told Raf what she wanted
and Raf explained exactly why it wasn't going to happen.

"Wow," said the fox asthey both watched Eugenie stak away, dight hedls clicking on the damp
sdewadk. "That went well."

CHAPTER 7

Flashback
"You'll need shoes."

Somehow that wasn't quite what Sally had expected the Chinese man to say. Of course, at first,
she didn't realize he was Chinese. She had that English ignorance of Far Eastern looks and took it
for granted that as he was wearing a blue-checked sarong he had to be local, probably Malay and
a fisherman. The fact his Ph.D. was in X-linked mutation and he'd been fired from Bayer-Rochelle
for releasing details of hisresearch on "GTPases and their influence on brain structure and
cognitive ability," Sally didn't find out until later.

"Why shoes?"

"Because otherwise the coral will rip your feet to shreds." He nodded to a point a stone's throw
out from the beach where the water switched from a mediumto a pale blue. "The reef starts
there," he said. "You'll be safe aslong as you swimin shoes."

The man spoke with a California drawl, interspersed with occasional words that sounded
unbelievably English, asif he'd once worked for the Home Service. His wispy white beard could be
found on bamboo scrollsin hotel shops across Sngapore, which was where she'd landed.

A taxi to Semberwang dropped her at the causeway, the stink of durian fruit and raw rubber
thickening the air as she approached the Malay side of the straits and the jumbled buildings of
Jahore Baru. A better smell altogether than the stink of hydrocarbons that had clung to her
clothesin Sngapore, that island of tigers where all the tigers were now dead.

As Sally wondered whether to explain she'd thrown away her shoes the better to get in touch with
her instincts, she saw Wu Yung's eyes refocus.

"They with you?" he asked, glancing over her shoulder.

Sally shook her head, not even bothering to turn. No one was with her and she was with no one.
And that was how she intended to remain. All three of her guidebooks dealt with how to keep at
bay unwelcome attention from local men. Only theRough Guide had thought to mention that her
real problemwas likely to be other backpackers.

"Hi.. "

Rehab isfor Quitters read the blond boy's T-shirt and his shorts wer e the kind with long pockets
and tabs with buckles. Sivers of doubt flecked his blue eyes.

"How you doing?"



The black guy with him stared through aviator shades so cheap they had to have been given away
with some magazne. His silence could have been intentional but more likely resulted froma
battered iPod he wore clipped to the waistband of his cut-down Fat Boys.

"I'm Atal," said the blond boy and stuck out his hand. "Okay if we crash here too? We're out of
dosh,” he added by way of explanation.

If the Chinese man noticed the Oyster Perpetual on Atal's skinny wrist he didn't mention it. Sally,
however, made her glance obvious.

"Fake," said Atal quickly, "from a market in Bangkok."
It wasn't.
"Pretty good copy," said Sally's companion and Atal blushed.

"I suppose the trainers are fake too," Sally said. They were airPower, the ones with scarlet
kangaroo-skin inserts down both sides.

"Thisis Bozo," said Atal, ignoring the question. "He doesn't say much."”

Bozo smiled, a slow and lazy smile that revealed his teeth, which were mostly gold with a hole in
one canine where a diamond had worked loose.

"Sally," said Sally and turned towards the old man, realizing for the first time that he hadn't given
his name.

"Wu Yung I11."

"Asin..." Atal stopped and did a double take, eyes widening. His next look at Sally was an
attempt to work out their relationship.

"We've just met," said Sally.

Wu Yung smiled. "And you're all welcome," he said smoothly. "Please stay for aslong asyou like .
.. Thisisland ismine," he added when Atal stared blankly. "I take it none of you read Chinese or
Malay?" Wu Yung nodded to a peeling sign nailed a nearby palmtree, half-buried behind a tumble
of deep green.

The three backpackers looked at each other.

It seemed not.

"You asleep?"

"Not any longer . . ." Sally smiled to take the sting from her words and watched the elderly man
duck his head under the low doorway and shut the door behind him. In one hand Wu Yung carried
a bottle of white wine and in the other two glasses. A leather camera case hung from a strap
about his neck, and stuck into the rolled waistband of his sarong nestled a smaller bottle,
unlabelled.

This was the point that modesty demanded Sally drag her bed's thin cotton cover up to cover her
small breasts or at the very least cross her arms.



Shedid neither.
Instead she sat up straighter. Focusing her eyesin the darkness.
"Like the hut?"

Sally nodded. The shack was old, raised off the rough ground on wooden stilts and leaning slightly
in one direction, its collapse stopped by a convenient casuarina tree. She had no doubt that the
palm roof leaked and that wind entered at will in winter but none of that mattered. It was the
most perfect building she'd ever seen. Smple, cheap to build and easily sustainable.

"l came to ask you a question,” said Wu Yung.

Half-naked on an old canvas bed with her tits bare to his gaze, Sally was under the impression
she'd already answered it. Everything in life had a price and she had no problems with paying.

"Ask," Sally said.
"Why are you here?" said Wu Yung. "1 mean, what exactly are you looking for?"
Sally blinked. "1'm not looking for anything."

The elderly Chinese man smiled, hisface lit by the moon through a glassless window. "If you're
not searching,” he said, "then why come?"

More waves broke on the beach than Sally could number. Waves, breeze and the night chatter of
a troop of wak-wak, the scream of long-tailed parakeet. A busy backdrop that did nothing to hide
her own silence.

"I don't believe in looking,” she said finally. "1 believe in finding. There's a difference.”

"Yes," WU Yung said. "Thereis. So let'sdrink to that difference.” He held up his bottle and Sally
suddenly realized there was condensation running down its sides. "There's a fridge at the house,"
Wu Yung explained, seeing her look.

"House?"

Wu Yung grinned. "You think | sleep on the beach? I've got a freshwater pool, air-conditioning,
satellite TV . . . | come here to escape the pressures of Hong Kong, not become a monk." He
handed her the wine, waiting until Sally noticed it was already opened. "Why don't you pour?" he
suggested.

When the bottle was finally empty, Wu Yung sat back with a smile and let the minutes drift by in a
symphony of insect rhythms and overlapping waves.

"Hear it?"

Sally nodded deepily. Music was something else at which she wasn't very good. Her fingers never
quite found the chords and her one attempt to write a song of her own had been total failure.

"What do you hear?"
"Waves," said Sally. "And insects,” she added when he seemed to expect more.

"Nothing else?"



Sally shook her head.

"Go to the window," Wu Yung suggested.

Sally went. The sea breeze flowing over her bare skin.
"What do you see?" Wu Yung asked her.

"Sars," said Sally. "Points of light. How about you?"

Wu Yung climbed to his feet and walked to the window. Stood so close behind her that Sally could
feel his breath on the back of her neck. "I see distance,” said Wu Yung. When he turned Sally
round it was to ask her something else.

"Are you worried by the thought of death?"

"No more than anybody else," Sally said, wondering if his question was sinister. "1'm one of life's
fighters,” she added firmly. "I work on instinct. It takes a lot to frighten me."

"I didn't ask if you were afraid of it." WU Yung's voice was dry. "l asked if death worriedyou . . ."
"You're saying there's a difference?"

"Oh yes." Wu Yung smiled. "All the difference in the world."

CHAPTER 8

Monday 7th February

Gullsshrieked, theway gulls mostly do when circlingagainst awet and dirty sky. Somewhere
beyond the drizzling rain the sun'slast rays withdrew, unncticed by everyone except Raf, who lifted his
shades and flipped frequenciesto watch that day'slittle death, itsfina flicker lost among chimney flare
from the Midas Refinery.

At the back of Raf's throat was the burn of cheap speed. Crystal's of methamphetamine so filthy held
picked out the blackest of the misshapen lumps and discarded them into a puddie. The wrap was one of
adozen left over from hisbrief and glorious stint as Chief of Detectives, evidence signed out from the
precinct and never returned. It was, if he recalled correctly, the second to last of those | eft.

There were severa ways Raf could restock his supply. The most obvious was to ask Hamzah Effendi,
but somehow Raf couldn't bring himself to do that. Another dternative was hit up Hakim and Ahmed, his
old bodyguards, but that didn't appedl ether; which left buying his own and that brought its own
problems, like making contacts and the fact hed need to find some money.

Hewas anotable, living if not degping with the daughter of North Africas richest man. He had atitle,
contacts, and areputation for ruthless efficiency entirely at odds with the facts. His niece was a certified
genius. A woman heldd never met had just asked him to investigate an nation attempt in which the
only thing to die had been a snake. Short of not enough deep and using too much speed, it was hard to
work out why he was quite so depressed.

Unlessit wastherain.

"Figureit out,” said thefox. "Before we both drown.”



AsNorth Africas only remaining freeport, El Iskandryia shipped tobacco, rice and oil aslega cargoes,
whileillega cargoesincluded most of the hashish destined for Northern Europe, commercid information,
prostitutes, politica intelligence and peoplein search of new identities.

At the back of Misr Station was an alley that did nothing but fake passports, identity cards, driving
licences and new birth certificates; noveltiesdl, gpparently, but novelties good enough to pass the brief
glance of aharried customs officer. Quality fakes came from the old Turko-Arabic district of El Anfushi,
between Rue El Nokrashi and the chemica stink of the western docks.

Only, in El Anfushi there were no shop windowsfull of fake ID cards, no posters advertising driving
licences, any country . . . Here you needed to be introduced, and even that took money. Zaras father
ran this, the high end of identity laundering, just as he controlled the refinery, tobacco shipments and
illega runsthat carried hashish to Heraklion and returned with crates of fake Intel chips and memory
boards, few of them labelled accurately.

Thiswas where Zaras fortune came from and where Hani acquired her dowry. From the tradein
underage Sudanese whores, processed opium and scum on the run as much as from the vast
petrochemica complex that squatted on El Iskandryia's western edge, where dums ended and just
before the desert began.

Raf knew this.

His garden was being rebuilt with dirty money. It was dirty money Zarahad in Hong Kong Suisse,
millions of dollars worth. And it would be Zaras dirty money that sent Hani to school in New Y ork, were
he to alow that to happen.

Thekind Bayer-Rochelle paid to his mother.

Of course, Raf had needed no introductions to acquire his new identity. This had been handed to him,
five months back, outside Seettle€'s SeaTac Airport, not so much on aplate asin an Aless briefcase,
empty but for a passport, astrip of photographs and a plane ticket.

Theticket had been to El Iskandryia, the passport awhite leather affair samped with the Ottoman crest
and the cheap fotobooth pictures had been of ayounger Zara, happy and smiling, words Raf wouldn't
associate with her now. His aunt had been responsible. The dead one.

Just after Rue L'Eglise Copte and a couple of minutes from where he would cut south acrossthe six lanes
of Boulevard Cherif Pasha, Raf tripped over what should have been a good memory while splashing
through a darkened dley, so recently repaved its glistening cobbles were still unbroken.

Waves.

Opposite anew Starbucks, beside the shell of an empty shop, which was dl plaster-skim walls and
discarded, haf-unravelled coils of wire, he came up with another memory.

Salt.

The final memory dripped from hislip as he crossed the wet expanse of Cherif Pashaand cut round a
forlorn man standing in therain sdlling roast quail on wooden skewers from a handcart.

Blood.



The summer before, on asmuggling VSV that operated at haf sedth, giving it the radar profile of asmall
fishing boat, shed bitten hislip, drawing salt. Zaras kisses tasted of olives and red wine, her breasts
beneath his hands werefire. If he was honest, held wanted her beyond thinking.

With the harbour lightsin sight sheld undone pearl buttons on her shirt, pulling his head againgt her until
his mouth found her breasts. And later till, asthe boat did into the Western Harbour past the headland
of Rase-Tin they'd kndlt together in darkness, with Hani safely adeep on the seat behind them and she'd
locked both knees around Raf's leg to lose herself inside ragged breath and a spew of words that moved
her lips but made no sound.

Somewhere between blood and sdt and winter rain his new life had gone sour, seeding itsdf with ghosts
and the expectation of failure. HEd like to blame the fox but it was working perfectly for the first time Raf
could remember. And since his memory was eldetic, stone-cold perfect, that probably meant for thefirst
timeever.

Blaming it on the fox had become Raf's default position. They both knew that.
Emotiond indtitutiondlization.

"Ded withit," Raf told himsdf and lifted abunch of red flowers from abucket in front of astore near the
corner of al-Atarinne and Rue Faud Premier.

"Amaryllis," said thefox. "Originally from the Andes. Discovered in 1828 by Dr. Eduard Poepping
fromLeipzig."

Raf ignored theanimdl.
"How much?'

"For Y our Excellency, fifteen dollars.” The young woman smiled from under a headscarf, mouth wide.
They both knew sheld trebled the price and was daring him to argue. Just asthey both knew shewasin
the process of closing up for the night.

Raf waved away the change from his remaining twenty-dollar bill. A stupid and empty gesture even by
the standards of stupid empty gestures. "Keep it."

Gripping theflowersin hisleft hand Raf headed down a-Atarinne waking with ahaf twist, holding the
amaryllisto hissideto protect the blooms from the rain; aminute or two later and the bunch was
practicaly hidden under his coat; by the time he finaly stopped under the awning of a suq he was actively
looking for awaste bin.

Raf was still hunting for abin when he passed through revolving doors, planning to crossthe fish market's
emptying floor and useits exit onto a narrow and nameless side street that led south to Rue Cif. It was
oneof hislessuseful decisons.

"Not your fight," said the fox.
But it was. All fightswere hisfight. Or s0 it sometimes seemed.

The man with aknife was shorter than Raf, fairly normal for Iskandryia, where the average height barely
reached five-foot-eight. His arms were corded with muscle and his back beneath adirty string vest was
broad with years of dragging nets from the sea. Only atangle of grey across his bare shoulders put his
age at, maybe, twice Raf's own.



In his hand was athin curve of stedl, the remains of ablade honed over the yearsto afraction of the
origina thickness. All this, the man's age and occupetion, fitness, and the fact he carried afilleting knife
the fox took in with asingle glance. While Raf wasted time staring at the face of asmal boy being
dragged acrossthefloor.

"Forget it," thefox sad.

"No one ever forgets," said Raf, "that's the problem.”

Tiri 9ghed.

Between Raf and the nearest wall huddled a handful of market traders and a young Japanese couple who

stood openmouthed, their attention torn between what was happening to the boy and an old woman
beside astal who was dopping down its white-tiled surface, obliviousto the fuss around her.

"Do something," the Japanese girl said.
Her partner shook his head. "We don't know theré's a problem.”

Out of the corner of hiseye Raf saw both become aware that he understood them, then all Raf's attention
was on the fisherman, his knife and the grip he kept on the boy'sthin wridt.

"Let thekid go," said Raf, blocking the man's path. He wasn't sure which language he used. Raf had a
nasty fedling it might have been Japanese.

Inreply he got agrowl of diaect and awave of the knife. And as Raf stepped sideways, easly dodging
the hafhearted thrust he saw in the man's face a darkness he recognized. One that stared back a him on
the days he dared face amirror.

"Thekid..." Raf sad, in Arabic thistime.
Again came athrust of blade and again Raf twisted away.

"Increase the circle,” said avoicein his head. Thefox was big on rules of combat, though having learnt
the rules Raf was apparently meant to forget them.

"Let go your shoulders. . ."

"I know," said Raf, dropping to afighter's stance. Shouldersrelaxed, knees dightly bent, ragged flowers
hanging loose from one hand. Most of that stuff occurred below the level of conscious control. Now was
thetime for his heart rate to dip to half that of an ordinary man at re<t.

Still wondering if this had yet to happen, Raf watched the blade race towards him with significantly more
meaning behind it; and, as he blocked, the fisherman finally released his grip on the child, asit wasthe
only way he could throw a punch.

Raf had time to notice an inscription on one of the rings, then he was fluid, hisright hand sweeping aside
the blow. And while the fisherman was till looking dazed at the gpeed with which hisenemy moved, Raf
sank two fingersinto a nerve on the man's shoulder and watched pain transform hisface.

Raf was showing off, he knew that; but he was doing something worse in bresking arule so old and
incorrect that humanity liked to think it had moved on: until it blinked and found this untrue, which was
often.

Raf could still remember the words of an old Rasta held met on remand, onetime in Sesttle, when they



were both sharing a cell. The Jamaican had murdered fourteen people, dl of them strangers. It washis
job.

Never kill a man in front of hiswife. Don't hit a man in front of his child. Walk away if those
options aren't available. Anything else is allowed.

Raf blocked the next thrust easily and stepped back to widen hiscircle, aquick snarl shifting the dower
members of the crowd.

The smdl boy, histears now dry, was hugging ayoung woman dmost lost indde avast hijab that
swathed her face in anonymity but didn't quite hide a bruise below one eye. The backs of both her hands
were hennaed, a cheap bracelet ringed her right wrist and the thumb on her other hand was didocated.

It wasn't anew story.
"Enough," said thefox. "End it."

Stepping in, Raf whipped hisflowers across the fisherman'sface. A move guaranteed to inflame the
man'sfury, not finish the dance.

"Pig," Ref hissed theinsult.

"You fight like a girl," added the fox, although the voice it used was Raf's own.
The fisherman looked asif he couldn't quite believe what held heard.

"You heard me," the fox said.

With asnarl the man hurled himsdlf a Raf, knife ready.

"See," said thefox smugly, "punch the right buttons . . ."

One second the fisherman was feinting to the lft, the next his right arm was whipping up as he went for a
spike shot, the blade driving for the underside of Raf's chin. And then Raf was insde the movement, no
timeto sparefor fear or thought as he brushed the flicker asde with hisleft and stepped through the gap,
the palm of hisright hand damming shut the fisherman's jaw, so that the man's head snapped back with
an audibleclick.

The rest wasdmost too easy. A twist of the hipsto put one elbow into the side of the older man's head
and then, as counterbalance, afist under theribs, carried there on recoil. As ever, Raf punched through
histarget, going for that invisible point behind his enemy's spine. Four other moves promptly offered
themsalves to complete the sequence, but Raf didn't bother . . .

"Knife," Ref said.

The fisherman clambered to his knees, blood splashing onto the tiles from historn mouth. Some of his
teeth had shattered.

"Drop the knife," ordered Raf.

Something was said to the fisherman by the girl with the headscarf and, eyes half-focused, the man
glanced from Raf to the blade he till held. For asecond dl anyonein the market could hear wasthe
clatter of sted on ceramic tiles, then the Japanese couple started clapping.

"Out of here," said Raf, and stepped over his broken bunch of amaryllis.



"Ashraf Bey is leaving the building.”

"How did you know?" Hani fired off her question the moment Raf walked into the gaa , rain dripping
from hisjacket. She was very carefully not standing anywhere near the marble table, which was enough
to make Raf glance at the collection of objects hed |eft there that morning. At least three of Felix's
possessions had been replaced incorrectly, including his notebook.

"If you're going to examine things that don't belong to you," said Réf, "then at least memorize the position
S0 you can put them back in the right place.”

"l didn't. . ." Hani raised her chin.

"Yesyou did," said Raf. "And lying's worse than touching. Anyhow, that wasjust asuggestion. . ."
Zaraput down her book.

"What?' Raf asked.

"If you don't know," said Zara, "l can't tel you." Anything ese she might have said was|ost when Hani
yanked hard on Raf'sdeeve.

"Comeon," Hani said. "Tdl me how you knew the bad man was stedling Umar . . ."
"Who'sUmar?' said Réf.

Hani sghed. "Youwereinthefishmarket . . ."

Raf nodded.

"You had afight . . ."

It had been on Isk3N apparently, courtesy of anewsfeed supplied by a Japanese tourist. And Hani knew
infinitely more about the background than Raf did. The smadl boy's name was Umar, hisfather had died
two years before at Medinat d-Fayoum, ambushed by fundamentalists. Medinat a-Fayoum was known
to the ancient Greeks as Crocodilopalis. Thislast snippet was added by Hani, who believed context was

everything.

"So who was the fisherman?’ Raf asked.

"Youdidnt soptofindout..." Zardsvoicewasicy.
"He pulled a knife on Uncle Ashraf."

Zarasmiled sadly. "So," she said to Raf as she pushed back her chair, "you want to tell me who you
wereredly fighting out there?"

"Y ou want to tell me what's made you so angry?"
"You," shesad. "Nothing dse"
"Gotitinone" Raf sad.

"He was her father-in-law," Hani announced loudly. "And kept the boy out of school to work aboat,"
she added more gently, once she realized she had Raf's attention. "But he kept hitting Umar, so Umar's



mother took him away . . . Youreahero."
Raf frowned.

"Ex-Governor stopskidnap . . . It said so on the news.”

CHAPTER 9

Flashback

Wasit--Sally wonder ed--immoral to steal a sunrise muffin before smashing up Koffe King or
should she trash all the food along with the glass counter? Which was wor se, wasting food in a
world where hunger killed twenty-four-thousand people a day or eating corporate crap, which
quite possibly contained GM flour?

Tough call.

Pressing the mute button on her Sony minidisc (an impromptu gift from Bozo, who'd liberated it
from near the Exxon Building on 6th), Sally consigned New York Freeze to silence and pointed to
atray.

"One of those, please.”
"Which kind?"

There were two types, Sally realized. Both looked pretty identical to her and probably came out of
the same machine, but maybe the dough mix was different.

"What'sthe. .." Sally began to ask and got a mouthful of fluff from her ski mask. So she yanked
up the front edge. "Whatever," she said. And when the boy still looked blank Sally chose one at
random. "One of those on theright . . . Your right," she added, when the boy reached in the
wrong direction.

"Would you like a drink with that?"
"Skinny latte, grande,” said Sally.

Behind the chrome counter a Hispanic kid who looked about twelve took a sneak at the baseball
bat Sally held.

"Easton Z," said Sally. "C500 alloy, high-strain graphite core."
The kid nodded to himself. "You want that muffin and coffee to go?"
"Yeah," said Sally. "Definitely."

They both waited while another kid made a quick espresso, slopped in milk from a plastic carton
and jammed the mixture under a hissing chrome nozzle. From the metal jug to a cardboard cup
took another practised slop and then the kid drizzed a streak of cocoa across the top.

"I asked for alatte, skinny," Sally said, then shrugged. "Doesn't matter."

"Haveaniceday..."



Sally nodded. "And you." Behind her Atal and Bozo stood in silence, waiting patiently. They were
on guard duty and Sally was the person they guarded. That was because, after this, Sally had
another job to do, although this was the job she had to be seen to be doing, it had all been worked
out.

"Go now," she said to the two Hispanics. "You don't get paid enough to get hurt protecting this
place." Sally looked back, to check that Atal and Bozo felt the same and they both nodded.

"She meansit," added Bozo, his voice dark as chocolate, the 70 percent cocoa solids kind. " Get
while you can.”

The kid who'd asked Sally which muffin she wanted looked from Sally's alloy bat to the link
cutters that hung from Bozo's huge hand, then took in a neoprene-handled clawhammer stuck in
Atal's woven belt. Something gluey was stuck round the claws.

Discarding their silly hats at the door, the counter staff left. Today wasn't a good day to be
wandering Manhattan south of Canal Street in corporate camouflage. Anyone with a brain knew
not to blame the McKids stuck behind counters, who were as fucked over by corporate capitalism
as the coffee growers, beef farmers and dairymen; but not every protestor currently wandering
the streets of Manhattan had a brain.

"Do the clock," Sally ordered and Atal frowned. It was true he outranked Bozo, being a vidhead,
in as much as anyone outranked anyone, but Sally didn't trust Bozo not to break the clock while
he was trying to adjust it.

Climbing onto a chrome stool, Atal yanked the clock off the wall. It was battery-operated with
hollow wood-effect surround that surprised no one. Twisting a plastic knob on the back, Atal ran
the minute hand forward exactly three-quarters of an hour and wiped down the knob and casing
to remove his fingerprints.

"Okay," Atal said. "How do you want to do this?"

"The way we agreed.” Sally lifted her baseball bat over her head and paused while Atal found the
angle. There was always an angle, apparently.

"Take it fromthe start,” said Atal, signalling to Sally that she should put down her bat. " Okay,"
he said, "now move in from the door and take out the countertop . . ."

She did as he instructed. Going out of the door and coming back so Atal could start running the
camera at the point when the door began to shut behind her. Three stepstook her to the counter,
up went her chrome baseball bat and down it came, fracturing twenty feet of hardened glass.

"Now smash thefront . . ."

That took two swings, because the angle of attack was awkward. Of course, the whole sequence
would have been better with sound, but Atal was scared he'd pick up some interference from
outside, like a passing black-and-white and the police would be able to get them from that.

"Tables. . ."

These were chrome-topped, but cheap chrome glued over fibreboard circles and edged with
silvery plastic that splintered at the first blow. Ten blows, ten tables, that bit was simplicity itself.

"Now theclock . . ."



Swirling round, Atal's camera panning as Sally spun from the last of the tables to where the clock
had been returned to its place high on a wall, Sally did something fiddly with her baseball bat
which involved skimming it in a figure eight, then rolled it three timesin a row backwards over
her hand. A trick that looked more impressive than it was and the only thing of value she'd picked
up from Drew, a nanchuku freak briefly her boyfriend. Since this turned out to be the only skill
Drew had, Sally was loath to let it go to waste.

"Doit," Atal said.
S Sally did.

Shapping the handle into the palm of her hand, she reached up and smashed the clock into
fragments and destroyed every framed poster in the place. She didn't want New York's Finest
thinking the clock had been given undue attention.

"Okay," said Sally, flipping her bat in another circle. "Out of here. We're done.”

Koffe King wasn't the first place they trashed. At Sally's insistence they'd already hit an antique
emporium on the corner of 19th and Broadway. The kind of store where narrow people bought
expensive things during the week and wide people went window-shopping on Saturdays.

Only there were no tourists to gawp as Sally took her bat to the biggest window of the emporium
and showered a wooden Buddha with diamonds. Everybody had decided to stay home--except the
fashion crowd who were watching from roofs right across Tribeca.

Atal liked the Buddha, needless to say, and so did Sally (if she was honest). What she hated was
the fact that it cost more than the person who crafted or found it made in one year, quite possibly
mor e than that person made in one lifetime.

So she did the window and liberated the statue, leaving it on the roof of an empty black-and-white
as a present for the cops when they came back.

After ditching their ski masks and cycling glovesin a bin, Sally, Bozo and Atal swapped jackets,
put on shades and hailed a cab on Madison. Apparently the NYPD were waving licensed cabs
through a roadblock near Grand Central. Something that made no more sense to Sally than it did
to Sngh, the driver with limited English and advanced negotiating skills who finally took a risk
and stopped for them.

Two blocks south of 42nd Street, Sally had Sngh hang a right just before the Hill Building and
shoot over onto Park.

"Qutside the church," she said.

They all caught the point at which Sngh flicked his gaze from Bozo's red tarboosh to the stone
Messiah above the door of Our Saviour.

"Showing himthe sights,” said Sally as she flicked the catch on a Balenciaga bag and overtipped
horrendously. The bag came courtesy of a poorly guarded boutique next to the Thai café on
Thompson, between Bleecker and West 3rd. The cash was liberated from almost everywhere.

CHAPTER 10

Wednesday 9th February



"What doesn't?" Eugeniedela Croix said, stoppingopposite Raf. There were plently of chairs
vacant but she stood, dightly impatiently, until awaiter did from the gloom of Le Trianon'sinterior to pull
one back for her, gpologizing profusaly.

"What doesn't what?' Raf demanded.
"Makeany sense...?

Helooked at the derly woman in front of him.
"Yousad, It'simpossible to work out. "

"l did?"

Eugenienodded. "Thenyou said, No it's not. It just doesn't make sense . . . So my question is, What
doesn't make sense?”

"To eat SO many amond croissants.”
Eugenieraised her eyebrows.
"Eighty-seven,” said Raf blandly, "sincel arrived in El Iskandryia.”

"I'm surprised you can afford them,” said Eugenie, "given how little you currently earn. Have you paid off
your overdraft yet?'

They both knew the answer to that.

"So how do you afford to do thisevery day?' Eugenie indicated the table and itslitter of dirty plates, a
half-drunk cup of cappuccino and discarded papers, one or two of which were till running comment
pieces about the ex-Governor's heroic rescue of Umar.

"It'son my tab."

"Teb?'

"Credit,” said Raf. "They keep note of what | owe."
"Whichishow much?'

Raf shrugged. "They're the ones kegping track," he said lightly and ignored the fox who grinned insde his
head, anxiousto give him the exact figure.

"Yourebroke..." Eugeniesad.
"And you'e repesting yourself.”

Eugenie sighed. "1 can pay you." She opened her bag and extracted a manillaenvelope. "Very well
indeed.”

When Raf raised his eyebrowsit wasin imitation of her earlier expression, athough his shades ruined
most of the effect. ™Y ou said nothing about paying me.”

"Nothing . . . 7" For asplit second Eugenie looked triumphant, but her face fell as she caught Raf's
twisted smile and redized he was mocking her.



But she threw out the hook al the same.
"Your father'srich."
"If heismy father .. ."

Eugenie Sghed. "Believe me," she said heavily and pushed the envel ope across the table. "Heisand you
are ana-Mansur."

"Just suppose,” said Raf, pushing it back, "that redlly were true. Why would | be interested?”

"What if | told you hewantsto disinherit His Excellency Kashif Pasha?' Eugenie said, her words
curdling around the honarific. "And that his favourite son istoo young to command support of the army.
And that without the support of the army Murad can't be gppointed the Emir's new heir?'

Raf looked blank.
"That leavesyou," she said. "Doesn't that make you fed like coming to hisaid?’

At the shake of Raf's head, Eugenie shrugged. "I told him thiswouldn't work," she said, but shewas
talking to hersdf.

"I've got aquestion for you," said Raf. "Ignore whether or not they were actually married. Did my mother
redlly deep with the Emir?*

Eugenie nodded.

"Canyou proveit?'

They met again the next morning, Raf aready one newspaper down with two to go by the time Eugenie
stepped over the silk rope that separated the terrace of Le Trianon from Rue Missala

The weather was warmer, dmost humid, but Raf wore his black silk suit al the same and she wore the
grey skirt and jacket she'd been wearing when the two of them first met, only now they no longer stank
of camphor. A discreet holster still sat at the back of her hip. Her makeup remained so immaculate that
Raf wasn't quite sure it wasthere.

Asever, Raf wore histrademark shades and nursed a headache that was three parts caffeine to one part
ennui. He'd been waiting for Eugeni€s arrival. Which was not to say held been looking forward to it.

"Cappuccino,” Raf told hiswaiter. "And whatever Lady Eugenieishaving.”

"MadamedelaCroix," Eugeniesaid firmly. "And I'll have my usua espresso . . . | turned down your
father'skind offer of an upgrade before you were born," she added, once the waiter had gone. "Around
thetime | turned down his offer of abed to share. My chance for immortality was how he described it.”
Thewoman's smile was so wintry that Raf looked at her then, really looked, the way thefox did when
searching for dillnesswithin lifés scribble,

It wassaid, at least it was by Tiri, that afull-grown sedl was able to sense the wake of asingle fish ten
minutes after that area of water had become empty. So too could people sense the ghost echo of
long-gone events.

If only they knew how.



Looking at Eugenie, redly looking, Raf saw a courage unusud for the world in which they lived. Notin
the small holster casually clipped to her belt or in the steadiness of her gaze and her refusd to be thefirst
to look away. Her courage showed most in the way she wore her hair, long and unashamedly grey.

The woman was old and made no pretence to be anything other.

A drength that gave her acrueller kind of beauty.

"Y our mother . . ." Eugenie said once the waiter had brought the coffee.
"What about her?"

"Canyou dill recdl what shewaslike?"

Raf lifted his shades, though to do so hurt because even with cloudsto filter out the sun his pupilswere
reduced to tiny, stedl-hard dots. "Totd recdl," hetold Eugenie coldly. "That'swhat I've got.”

"About her?'
"About everything . . ."

Eugenie nodded, like that made sense and she didn't fedl it necessary to chalenge what he said or have
him justify the statement. "Y eah," she said, "l suppose you do."

They sat in silence after that. Raf hidden again behind his shades and Eugenie openly weatching the
occasional tourist couple stroll hand in hand down Rue Missda. It wastoo early for the Easter crowd,
too late for those who'd come over New Y ear. The hotels were cheap, the cafés mostly empty. Out of
the dozens of horse-drawn caéchesthat usualy plied the Corniche, that great sweep of seafront
stretching from Fort Qaitbey down to where the fat seawal of the Silsileh sat in the shadow of
Iskandryids bibliotheka , only a handful were working and those had their legther roofs up, their drivers
wrapped in coats againgt the chance of rain.

"Doyou likeit here?'

"Yes" Raf answered immediately, leaving himself wondering if he actualy meant it. In many ways Sesitle
had been better and Huntsville had a certain charm, even though it had been aprison. "Mostly," he sad,
amending hisanswer.

"And you intend to stay?' Eugenie's smile was part knowing but mostly sad, asif she had reasonsfor
doubting it, reasons she wasn't entirely sure Raf was yet ready to hear. Her attitude irritated the fuck out
of him.

"What do you actualy want?' Raf demanded.
"Help," sad Eugenie, "pure and smple. Y our help protecting the Emir."
"| thought that was your job?"

For asplit second Eugenie's face glazed, the way faces do when people retreat inside their head. "I'm
getting old," was dl she said. "The Emir doesn't listen to melike hedid and | know hewould listen to
you."

Reaching across the table, shetook Raf's hand, oblivious to the waiters hovering and German tourists on
the far side of the rope that separated Le Trianon's terrace from the street. She had a surprisingly hard
grip for awoman her age.



"l knew her, you know . . ." said Eugenie. "Right back at the beginning." She wastalking about his
mother.

"What was she like?' Raf's question came unbidden, diding itsway into being before Raf had timeto
snatch it back.

"Beautiful," Eugenie said smply. "Fractured even then. Wild as an animal and as dangerous. She was
wanted, you know . . ."

"Wanted?'

"By the FBI and Interpal. | think even the Japanese had awarrant out. Something about abombina
research vessd."

"What kind of research?’
"The kind that turned minke whaesinto sushi.”
Despite himsdf Raf smiled. "How did the two of you meet?"

"Oh," Eugenie's mouth twisted. "I was there when shefirst arrived at the labs. Stupid bitch came trawling
out of the desert in abattered Jeep, | dmost shot her . . . Should have done,” she added softly. "Might
have made life awholelot eesier for the rest of us.”

Raf wasn't sure he was meant to hear that bit.

CHAPTER 11

Flashback

"What you thinking?" Atal asked, dammingthe door on Sngh's yellow taxi.
"About our friend WU Yung," said Sally. "About the islands."”

Atal blushed and they both knew why.

As light began fingering the palms that edged the beach, Sally had splashed her way onto the sand
and stopped to retrieve her sarong, wrapping red-and-white dragons loosely round her narrow
hips, then padded her way along a winding path between rampant bushes of sea almond and wild
orchids until she reached the kampong.

At the entrance of her hut Sally stopped again to kick white sand from her heels and, glancing
across the kampong saw Wu Yung leave a house on stilts that Atal had chosen. An empty wine
bottle in his hand, the camera around his neck.

She ate breakfast alone that day but at lunchtime she joined the others by the jetty, sitting topless
while Atal swam and Bozo chilled under a palm, spliff growing cold between his fingers as he
stared in wonder at a cluster of coconuts above, any one of which could have killed him.

On the jetty itself Wu Yung worked a barbecue made from an oil drum cut open end to end and
welded to the old frame of a metal table. He had two fish the length of Sally's arm crisping on its
griddle, fat spitting on the glowing coals, their eyes gone opalescent with heat . . .

"You okay?" Atal asked.



"Qure," said Sally as she watched Sngh's cab roar away. "Just remembering how we got here."

Bozo grinned. He knew exactly how he got there, by Boeing 747 from KL to Idlewild, paid for by
the weird Chinese guy and with $1,000 spending money in his pocket. "We going to do this, or
what?" he said, putting on a fresh pair of gloves.

Almost opposite the Church of Our Saviour stood the Hotel Kitano. A lovingly restored
fifteen-storey redbrick hotel that majored in rollout futons and sunken hot tubs for its mainly
Japanese clientele, or so Atal said, then got embarrassed when Bozo asked how he knew. And that
was where Sally, Atal and Bozo went--across the four-lane, cop-car howl of Park Avenue.
Although they detoured round the block to let them approach the hotel from a different direction.

Getting in meant staying confident, what with the riots and everything.

"I need to use your bathroom," said Sally before the uniformed doorman even had time to speak.
Whatever the man had been about to say got lost inside her smile.

"It's on the right, down some stairs." He'd been about to call her lady but the kid's accent was just
too upscale for that.

"Wait in the bar," she told her companions. Shuffling the Balenciaga bag so it sat higher on her
shoulder, Sally headed for a dark wood door without looking back.

The woman who exited the chrome, glass and slate bathroom wore Dior lipstick the colour of dry
blood, a small pillbox hat, and a dress of tissue-thin black silk that rustled over her small breasts
and made obvious her lack of a bra. The bag was gone, tossed into a chrome trash can, and with
the bag her shades and Atal's jacket, all three spoof-bombed against DNA tests with crud
vacuumed up from the backseat of a bus.

It looked on first glance as if she wore no knickers at all. It looked that way on second glance too.

"Champagne,” she told the barman, "chilled not frozen." He didn't get the reference. That was
the problemwith using English tag lines, few Americans ever did. "And some olives," Sally added.
"Preferably in brine."

Over at histable, Atal smirked.

"You both know what to do?" Sally asked, grabbing a chair and leaning forward, so that her
dress gaped at the neck. On cue, the eyes of her two companions flicked from their beersto the
swell at the top of her breasts.

That worked then.
"Well?"
"We know," insisted Atal, his eyes still fixed on her front.

"Glad to hear it." Sally sat back, picked up her drink and smiled. In ten minutes' time she'd be
meeting a fiftyish WASP, probably done up in dress-down Fridays twenty years too young for him
so he didn't get coshed by protestors. And the man wasn't going to listen to a word she said, which
suited Sally fine since she was planning to busk that bit of the routine.

"Finish up," she said. "We're on."



The Bayer-Rochell e office was two blocks from Hotel Kitano. Suck between the Sterling Building
and Doctors Mutual International. There were uniformed guards on the door, four of them, and
they'd taken the mayor at hisword and armed themsel ves with something more deadly than
nightsticks.

Although their Glocks were still holstered, not drawn or combat held like guards outside one of
the banks they'd driven past earlier.

"Annie Savoy," announced Sally, flicking on her smile and one of the uniforms unbent enough to
check his clipboard.

"Not on the list," he said and turned away, conversation over.

"Could you check with Charlie?" Sally's voice was saccharine sweet.
Despite himself, the guard turned back, question already forming on hislips.
Got you, thought Sally. "Charlie Savoy, my godfather . . ."

The man looked at Sally, whose sun-bleached hair was now swept back in an Alice band, black to
match her dress. Comparing and contrasting the rugged, well-known looks of billionaire Dr.
Charles Savoy (son of H. R. Savoia, a cheesemaker from Basilica) with the very English girl
standing on the sidewalk, waiting to be invited inside.

He'd had jobsin Lower Midtown long enough to recognize expensive clothes and he knew, as you
were meant to know, that only the very rich got away with wearing so little with so much
elegance.

"Your name's not on today's approved list," he said apologetically. "But I'll call his PA." The nod
he gave the other three was perfunctory, more a reminder to stay alert than any apology for
leaving them.

"Your boss?" Sally asked.

One of them nodded.

"Doesn't like doing door duty, right?"

Another nod, more emphatic this time.

"All hands to the pump I guess. What with anarchists trashing everything of value . . ."

Behind Sally, Bozo turned a snort of laughter into a hasty cough and swallowed hissmileinside a
hastily grabbed silk handker chief. The handkerchief was blue. It matched his stolen suit.

"There'sa problem. . ." The returning guard sounded more apologetic than ever. "Your
grandfather's not here at the moment."

"Godfather," Sally corrected. "My godfather. What about Mike Pierpoint?" That was the fiftyish
WASP she actually needed to meet, the one with receding hair and a weight problem. She knew
this because she'd seen a shot of himin the back of Harpers, a moon-faced academic in rimmed
glasses out of his depth at some black tie do for ethical genomeresearch . . .



"He's on the phone," the guard recited from memory. "He sends his apologies and asks you to
wait."

"No problem," said Sally. Siding past the guard, she strolled towards a bank of lifts and punched
the correct button without needing to look at the list displayed in a brass frame on the wall. A puff
piece in the local business press had already revealed the right floor.

Gazing down from histwenty-second-floor office, billionaire Charlie Savoy can amost seethetiny corner
shop where hisfather . . .

"He meant wait down here." The guard's voice faltered as Sally turned, her face suddenly
worried.

"If we must,” she said, sounding less than happy. "Although I'd feel safer waiting in his office."

They rode an Otis to the twenty-second floor, thanked the lift politely when it wished them a
profitable day and had to wait for Atal to get over his attack of giggles. As the doors shut Atal
was gtill grinning. The man who came out to greet them wore Gap chinos, canvas deck shoes and
a striped sweatshirt with an anchor on the pocket.

"Annie..."

Sally shook his hand warmly, holding her grip for a second longer than strictly necessary and the
man smiled politely, but only after noticing her nipples.

"Beautiful dress." Mike Pierpoint blushed as he said this.

"Dior," Sally agreed. "A present from my father." And the bald man nodded as if he knew who
she meant.

"I don't think we've met?" he said, his question just the wrong side of anxious.
"We did,"” said Sally. "But you won't remember. | was much younger. More of a kid really.”

Mike Pierpoint wanted to say she was till a kid, Sally could seeit in his eyes. But he resisted the
urge, helped probably by the half glances he kept throwing at her tits.

"At a baseball match or company barbecue,” Sally added, busking it.

"Barbecue," Mike said with certainty. "It must have been a barbecue. Your godfather hates
baseball with a passion.”

Sally smiled.

"1 don't want to keep you," she said. "If you can just show me the way."

The room was everything WU Yung had led Sally to expect. A huge corner office full of heavy
furniture and carpeted in burgundy, with blue washed-silk wallpaper between faux marble half
pillars that supported a panelled ceiling probably made from embossed card, although a century's
worth of paint would need to be cut away before anyone could be sure. In the six-foot drop
between the celling's ornate coving and a slightly less ornate picture rail, bare-breasted nymphs
hit stucco tambourines and flicked their hair in a static wind.



Charlie Savoy's desk was equally imposing. Solid not veneer, made from some wood so oxblood it
was undoubtedly endangered.

Atal nodded. "Meranti," he said, "from the shorea tree." He looked at the wood, considering it
carefully. "Probably thought they were buying teak."

On top of the desk stood an old-fashioned PC, a stand-alone Dell, lacking even a modern
connection. Beside the PC a newish laptop slotted into a docking bay that bled wiresin a
waterfall to the floor. Atal switched on both machines without Sally having to say a thing.

"Too worried about being phreaked to go infrared,” said Atal, pointing to the wires, his
dismissive grin that of someone who'd once read a complete stranger's dear john e-mail across a
crowded railway carriage, using a basic Van Eck box.

"Thefire door's out there," Sally told Bozo as she tossed him a pack of Marlboros. "Check it's not
alarmed and go have a cigarette. Warn me if that creep comes back."

"| don't use tobacco."

"That'sright,” said Atal, snapping on a wristband and letting its antistatic wire hang free while he
struggled into new surgical gloves. "Don't you know his body is a temple?”

"Yeah," said Sally, "and yoursis Disney World."

With Bozo standing guard by the fire door and Atal busy unscrewing grey boxes, Sally made a
slow circuit of Charlie Savoy's office and let her instincts run free. She was big on instinct. Instinct
was what steered an albatross through storm-torn skies and let salmon do feats of navigation only
long-dead Polynesians could imitate; it was what let Aboriginal kids remember routes they'd
travelled only once, years back. Instinct was survival hardwired and way more important than
most people allowed.

In fact, Sally was pretty certain that even human belief in free will was hardwired and she didn't
have a problem with that contradiction, she had a problemwith what it allowed humanity to do to
the rest of the planet.

So if she was Charlie Savoy, local boy made extremely good courtesy of a Ph.D. in microbiology
and a couple of lucky guesses, where would she stash all those valuables she couldn't risk taking
home?

Assuming she could intuit what valuables such a man might want to stash . . .

Dirty money, maybe. Negatives featuring random acts of senseless sex? Quite possibly from what
she'd heard, but she doubted he'd mind having his prowess exposed to the world. It would be
something technically brilliant but deeply illegal. Sally was counting on it.

Wu Yung was already in line for whatever Dr. Savoy kept on the hard disk of his stand-alone,
which, for all she knew, was kiddie porn, but Sally intended to take spoils for herself. Charlie
Savoy was one of the bad guys and somewhere there'd be leverage, something to make him stop.

There always was. Look at her father.

In the corner of Savoy's office stood a filing cabinet made from mahogany with solid brass
handles. When Sally opened the top drawer she half expected it to be lined with padded silk like a
coffin. Instead she got bundles of yellowing papersin hanging files gone brittle with age. Accounts



mostly, a few ancient tax returns. He'd been rich for longer than she'd been alive.
"Sory of my life," said Sally.

"What?" Atal glanced up, the cross-blade screwdriver in his hand a fetching shade of orange.
He'd shoplifted it from The Wiz along with his antistatic band the day before. "What's the story of
your life?"

"All of this." Sally gestured to a row of bronze figures that lined a long ebony sideboard near the
filing cabinet. A Roman slave with a rope round his neck lay dying on a poorly carved patch of
earth. A half-naked bronze dancer, wearing a wisp of tin over her pudendum pirouetted on one
leg, both arms raised above her head.

"Collectable," said Atal.
Sally looked at him.

"Late Victorian," he said. And Sally realized there was a lot she didn't know about his
background, but then everything he knew about hers was a lie, which probably made them even.

"Got it," Atal said suddenly, lifting free a Southgate hard drive.
"Good. Now do the laptop . . ."

"Did most of it already," he said, "while you were mooning about."
Slly sighed.

After he'd replaced the PC's casing so that everything looked normal from the outside, Atal
flipped up the screen on the laptop and sat back, feeling blindly in his pockets for a disc. The
antistatic wire still hung from hiswrist but its crocodile clip no longer clasped anything. Atal
didn't need it for what came next.

Extracting a CD from his pocket, he slipped the disc into the slot.
"Got a knife?" Sally demanded suddenly.

Atal had and he watched as Sally slid the blade between the doors of the sideboard, cracking it
open. Twenty-five-year-old McClellan, VSOP Hine, two kinds of Bombay Sapphire, Armagnac XS
a bottle of Pussers Rum so dark it could have been treacle . . . The man had something for
everyone, complete with matching sets of glasses.

"Okay," asked Sally, holding up a frosted tumbler. "What's this?"

"Bohemian,” Atal barely raised his head from the laptop. " Art deco, possibly Lalique. Smashing it
would be a crime.”

Atal's virus was a kiddie script, captured from a zombie and modified slightly, then signed with
someone else's tag. Attached to it was what mattered, a hack he'd written from scratch.

As hacks went it wasn't bad.

A quick skim of the network showed a six-car rats' tail exiting through a router, most of those
cerberus functions had been disabled, with the machines instructed to look to an IcePort X2,
which doubled as a mail server and did a reasonably neat job with network address tranglation,



meaning everyone was effectively invisible from outside.

More or less what Atal had expected. Solid but not flashy, functional rather than bleeding edge
and a good eighteen months out of date. As for the network itself, well, that still used cable.

"Okay?" he asked Sally.
She nodded.

"Right we are then." Atal switched off the laptop, counted to thirty and switched it on again.
Extracting his disc, he dipped it back into his pocket.

"It'sdone," he said and Sally smiled.

Come midnight when the system prepared itself to back up, a sliver of script would lock out
anyone still connected, which would be nobody, and fuck over the central server. First thing
tomorrow, when the network came up all the keyboards would freeze and every local disc would
reformat itself, several times.

Of course, it was possible to stop this by switching off individual machines at the wall, but
experience proved that few people ever did that until it was too late. And the joy of the whole
hack was, what with the trashed server, failed network and general panic, it might be as much as
twenty-four hours before anyone thought to check inside Charlie Savoy's stand-alone to discover
exactly why its hard disk kept failing to boot.

"Shit," Sally said.

Atal turned at the heartfelt expletive and found her staring down at the splintered front of a small
drawer.

"Georgian card table,” said Atal. "Extremely valuable . . . Well, it was.”

Only Sally wasn't listening. She was gazing at a transparent plastic folder and Atal had to agree,
for that amount of damage it wasn't much of a haul.

"The drawer can be mended," he said soothingly. "So only an expert will be able to tell.”

"Really?" said Sally but her attention was on the folder. It showed handwritten specifications for
a genetics lab recently built in North Africa by Bayer-Rochelle in conjunction with the Emir of
Tunis. A joint project was mentioned, provisionally named Eight Score & Ten.

"You okay?"
"Sure." Sally nodded. "How about you?"

"Me?" said Atal. "I'm good." They'd been lovers briefly at the kampong, for the week or two it
took them to admit they both preferred Wu Yung. After that, their time sharing a bed was limited
to those rare occasions their host summoned them both.

From his other pocket Atal produced wet wipes and started to clean down the stand-alone's grey
case and keyboard, then did the same for the laptop, finishing the laptop's TFT screen for good
measure.

Just to muddle forensics still further (given he'd messed over both machines wearing gloves and
the wipedown was a put-on), Atal upended a small plastic envel ope of the kind banks use for loose



change and dribbled the desk with crud vacuumed from a bus stop in Tribeca.

It was fair to say, Atal felt, that the obvious advantages of spoof-bombing every crime scene with
a random collection of dead skin, broken hairs and artificial fibre had given a whole new lease of
life to those little handheld vacuum cleaners that RadioShack sold for extracting dust from
computer vents. "You done?" he asked Sally.

She smiled.

CHAPTER 12

Thursday 10th February
"Soyou see" said Eugenie, " it went likethis. . ."

Before Arabic was reintroduced as the court language of Tunisdl lavswereissued in Turkish, legacy
code from the city having been ruled by an Ottoman beylerley, which trandated as some kind of pasha.

The return to Arabic took place around two centuries ago, at least, it did according to Eugenie. She kept
her grip on Raf'swrist while she talked.

Already prosperous, Tunis had grown fat on the rewards of daving, piracy and trade. And when the
moriscos werefinaly expdled froma Andausin 1609, many settled in Tunis, adding their killsin
cookery, ceramics and metalwork to the city's existing richness. It was acity of pragmatic compromise,
where Jewish merchants flourished a ongside those princely pirates the corsairs, who built ornate dars to
house their families and influenced Ifrigiyas foreign policy. Renegade Europeans mostly, convertsto
Idam from Spain and Italy, sometimes excused the requirement to undergo circumcision.

Asfor thewives of Ifrigiyasrulers, these were either Turkish or captured Christian, rarely indigenous.
And the solid foundation of the state, those who worked the fields, led caravans or bartered in the
markets were often Berber, a people given to mixing magic and mysticism with their Idam.

Quitewhy Eugeniefelt it necessary to tell him al this Raf wasn't sure; until she got to the bit about
captured foreigners giving birth to ruling beys. And then the grip on hiswrist was as sharp asthe sted in

her grey eyes.
"Think about it," shesaid.

Bizarrely, Eugenie stood to say her good-byes, first shaking Raf by the hand and then dipping forward to
kiss him on the cheek.

"I'm sorry,” she said.
"For what?'

Eugenie paused, briefly considering her answer. "I could say," she said, "that I'm sorry | couldn't convince
you. That | failed to persuade you to help the Emir. But it'smorethan that . . ."

"If you can fake sincerity," said the fox and got shushed into silence. If Eugenie was counterfeiting, then
shewas a better actor than he. Raf could almost fedl her regret punctuate each word.

"I'm not faking anything,” Eugenie said flatly. ™Y ou're not doing yoursdf any good behaving like thisand
you're not helping Zaraor Hani. I'veread your file," she said. "I know when someone's got issues. "



"I...don't...have...issues..." Raf said.

"No," said Eugenie. "Of course you don't. Y ou have the fox instead.”

Breskfast did into devenses, avery English med that seemed to exist nowhere but in Raf's memory, the
way devenseswould eventualy dideinto lunch. At which point, hed have read the Alexandrian at least
twice, and be sick of the sight of the waiter who hovered on the edge of hisvision, anxiousto provide
anything His Excdlency might need.

"Which would be what?"
Raf thought about it.
"Wel| ?"

Togivethefox itsdue, Tiri waited ten minutesfor Raf's answer and only reentered Raf's mind when it
redlized the man had no intention of replying.

"How can | reply,” thought Raf, "when | have no idea of what the right answer is?'
"Can | ask a question?"

Raf nodded to himsdlf.

"Why didn't you just fuck her?" said thefox.

"Because| didnt."

"You want to tell me why?"

"Thetimewasn't right.”

"And isit right now?"

"No," Raf shook hishead. "Now it'stoo late."

Whether that was gtrictly true Raf had no idea but it was becoming, dmost by default, an article of faith
for him. What might have been with Zarawas fractured, smashed into fragments too many to identify,
never mind glue back together again . . .

"Excdlency .. ."

Glossy and degant, wrapped round an old photograph and placed in an envelope from El Iskandryias
most famous hotel, the snakeskin was soft enough to be finest leather. The only flaw Raf could seewasa
ragged hole where the reptile's head should have been.

The envelope was ddlivered at lunchtime by aman on ascooter. A Vespawith a Sterling engine
conversion. The man wore a black biker jacket, one that looked scuffed until you got close enough to
see that the damage was imprinted on the surface.

Thelining was spider silk impregnated with steel and could stop a blade, no matter how narrow. It dso
spiralled around adug (should anyone fire one), enabling paramedicsto extract most handgun bullets



with the minimum of tissue damage. High-ve ocity bullets, of course, were adifferent matter. They did
their own extracting, mostly of soft tissue that got caught in the vacuum on pass-through.

Eduardo was very proud of hisjacket. And inthelist of his prized possessionsit came a close second to
his scooter, which was Italian and nearly origina, gpart from its engine and the new sest.

"Sorry totroubleyou. . ."
The man at the table looked up and frowned.

Once, severa months before, Eduardo had made another delivery. That time the envel ope had been
much bigger, the contents more obvioudy dangerous.

In thefirst package had been a chocolate box from Charbonel & Walker, empty apart from adab of
high-brisance explosive. The man now at the table had been the target, Felix Abrinsky took the blast and
the plastique had been stolen from the offices of the Minister of Police.

Now Eduardo worked for Raf. Although Eduardo used the term loosely. He didn't exactly work for His
Excdlency, more heped him out occasondly in return for asmal monthly retainer and the use of office
gpace behind the tram station at Place Arabi.

Both the office and retainer came out of El Iskandryia's police budget, from an account reserved for
high-leve informers. Raf had never thought to mention thisto Eduardo. Nor had he thought to cancel the
arrangement when he resgned.

"Thiswas ddivered to my office" My office , Eduardo still liked the sound of that.
"When?' asked Rf.

Eduardo examined hisrather impressve siver Saiko. "Twenty-eight minutes ago,” he said firmly, then
watched the big hand click forward and amended his answer to twenty-nine.

"Who ddivered it?'

"A woman," said Eduardo, "very nest. Looked old, behaved young . . ." He paused, shuffling histhoughts
into alogica order, the way he imagined an ex-detective like His Excellency might do. "She had agrey
jacket, nest skirt, dark shoes. A watch . . ." Eduardo smiled at his own powers of observation. "Which
wasslver likethisone"

It had been platinum and matched Eugeni€'s cigarette case. Made long enough ago that the metal was
grey and dightly matte, having been manufactured in the early 1920s before jewellers discovered how
platinum might be polished as brightly aswhite gold. A fact Raf didn't bother to mention.

"And her hair?' he asked, aready knowing the answer.
"Long," said Eduardo, "and grey." He stopped to look at the bey. "Y ou recognize her?'

Taking the envelope, Raf noticed that its flap was folded inside, the way his mother inssted he do. The
snakeskin he wasn't expecting; the photograph Raf was. He shook the skin from its envel ope the way
Fdlix once taught him, dropping it onto an open napkin without once touching it, so that he left no DNA
traces of hisown. To handleit thisway was ridiculous, because Raf knew who'd sent it, asone smple
cdl to her hotel would confirm.

Infact, one smple cal waswhat he would make. Toggling hiswatch, Raf chose voice only and told his



Omegato connect him to the Hotel Cavafy.
"I'd like to spesk to Madame de la Croix."
"When?'

"Yourecertan?'

"What flight?"

Madame de la Croix had checked out. Her limousine had been booked the previous night. And the clerk
on the desk didn't know which flight sheld been catching. Not oneto Tunis, certainly. A UN resolution,
bolstered by edicts from the IMF, had closed down commercid flightsto Ifrigiya more than forty years
before. To get the ban lifted, dl the Emir had to do was sign the UN Biodiversity (Germ Line Limitation)
Treaty and alow entry to an international team of ingpectors, the makeup of which was to be chosen by
Washington, Parisand Berlin.

Until then, flightsto Tunisremained banned.

All thismeant, of course, wasthat sheld catch aflight to Tripoli and join the bullet train for Tangiers,
changing at the border before the turbani de luxe was seded for itsjourney through Ifrigiya. A variety of
locd diesdlsran from just over the border to Tunisitself.

Raf knew this because in the week following hisarrival in El 1skandryia held checked the trans-Megreb
timetable and in S0 doing had memorized it.

"IsYour Excdlency dl right?"

Raf looked up to find Eduardo standing rather too close. "Sit," Raf said and Eduardo did, suddenly
sef-consciousto find himself on view in the city's most famous café.

"Have you had lunch?'

Eduardo shook hishead. In the top pocket of his coat he had apair of Armani sunglasses, like the ones
Raf wore. Only Eduardo didn't quite dare wear his, what with the grey sky and Place Zaghloul being a
patchwork of dowly drying puddles.

His Excellency on the other hand always wore shades, even after dark.
"Omdette" Raf told the waiter. "And for you?'

"The same," said Eduardo. "And a Coke withice" he added, keen to show hisindependence. "Make it
Diet."

"AsY our Excdlency wishes"
Eduardo grinned.

While Eduardo ate most of the bread basket, Raf extracted the brittle photograph from itswrapping and
flipped it over. Then spent the rest of lunch trying to make sense of the picture. Hed expected to find
himself in the face of hisfather as hed done once before. And in that, at least, Raf wasright. A young
man with agoatee beard and drop-pear| earring did stare into the camera, shading his eyes from sunlight.
It was the two people with him who were wrong.

Behind the Emir stood a huge patchwork tent sewn from strips of striped carpet, old prayer rugs and



squares of black felt, itsflap held open with ropes. And in the entrance, smiling and toplesswas ablond
girl wearing asmile and baggy shorts. A leather choker with afat amber bead was around her neck and
her breasts had been made prominent by atrick of the sun. She was unquestionably beautiful.

Shewas dso, Ref realized, undoubtedly his mother.

A bare-chested boy in ripped jeans and open-toed sandals sat at her feet, hisblond hair pulled up into a
samural topknot and tied with red ribbon. One of hislegswasin plagter, hisarm firmly around Sally
Welham'slegs. He was glowering.

On the back, in one corner, Raf found two datesin black ink, one under the other and beneath these a
guestion mark. The second of those dates Raf knew. It was the death of his mother. While thefirst,
presumably the death of Per, was|long before Raf had even been born. Which made no sense at dl.

"Suppose the Emir dies,” Eugenie had written, "who will you ask then .. . 7'
"Yeah right," said thefox.

"What?' Eduardo glanced up from his omelette, redized he might have been rude and amended his
question. "Did Y our Excdlency say something?”!

CHAPTER 13

Flashback

Four nunssat by one window, two pairsfacing each other acrossthe carriage like sour-faced
crows. They had black habits and whatever those white hats were that went straight down, giving
them cheekbones they didn't deserve.

They all wore sensible shoes for the journey, flat soles and laces. And they carried sandwiches
wrapped in grease-proof paper and a salami in its own cotton case, like a fat cloth condom. Sally
was pretty sure she'd seen sistersin New York wearing pale blue jumpsuits, God Loves Baseball
caps and trainers; but maybe convents were tougher in North Africa or perhaps this kind were
just a different genus--or should that be species?

Whatever, they didn't approve of Sally's bare legs and T-shirt and that struck her as unfair.
Particularly as she'd been on her best behaviour ever since tumbling into the carriage at Banghaz
in a clatter of rucksack and carrier bags, with her ancient Leica still safe in its pigskin case. And it
wasn't her fault the boy opposite her had decided to practise his English, which was adequate, or
his seduction techniques, which stank . . .

Sally, however, had to admit that whipping up his white shirt to show her a stab wound was a new
one. Clever too, sinceit let the boy show off his six-pack and slim hips without being obvious.
Unless, of coursg, it really was his wound she was meant to be admiring.

The scar was bigger than Sally expected. An ugly strip speckled with pigment-dark dots where
both edges had been stitched. A nightclub was involved somewhere and a Danish girl, blond like
her but not as beautiful, the last said hastily as if Sally might suddenly take offence. . .

"Seven litres," hetold her proudly, "that'swhat | lost."

Sally considered pointing out that the human body couldn't hold seven litres of blood but
restrained herself. Maybe the red stuff had been pouring out one side while being pumped in the



other.

He'd told Sally his name, she was sure of that. And unfortunately they were several hourstoo far
into a conversation for her to ask it again. Particularly since her name peppered his every
sentence, Sally thisand Sally that . . .

If every compartment hadn't already been full and the corridor outside locked solid with people
standing, she could have moved; but the very thought of pushing her way from carriage to
carriage past hundreds of grinning men was enough to make Sally stay where she was.

So what if the nuns stank of garlic sausage cut in fat slices from that salami? She didn't smell so
hot herself. A stink was on her own fingers from using a station loo at Tripoli, and she needed a
bath. It was five days since she'd stayed at a tiny pensione outside Catania airport, where a fat
Scilian customs inspector had stopped midsearch when he reached the box containing her
contraceptive cap.

"What'sin here?" he'd demanded.

Dropping to a squat, Sally had spread her knees and mimed shoving a finger into her vagina. He'd
let her go after that although his scowl followed her all the way through the air-conditioned hell
of Arrivals and out into the sweet heat that told her she was back in Scily.

The pensione was the first one she'd come across. A drab little house with peeling yellow paint
that turned out to be immaculate once she stepped through the door. Clean sheetsin her attic
room, a double bed charged as a single as there was only one of her and the little hotel was hardly
overbusy. A dining room that they opened especially, so that the English student didn't have to eat
alonein her room.

And then a bath to wash away the dirt of New York. The pensione had plenty of hot water the
owner told her proudly, little knowing that Sally would take hers shallow and almost cold. A habit
she traced back to school.

She was tired from the flight and a twelve-hour stopover in London. Most of her spare money had
gone towards a ticket that agreeing to the stopover made just about affordable. Although
breaking at London meant she spent one night camped at Heathrow fighting off bad pickup lines
and assuring the security staff that yes, she did have a valid ticket for onward travel. Of course,
Sally could have afforded to fly more or less direct, with a ssmple change of planes in Frankfurt
but then she wouldn't have had enough money left for what she needed to do.

Later, asshedried, staring in the looking glass of the pensione's attic, Sally tried to see herself as
Atal had seen her, as WU Yung and the boy before the man that Wu Yung was. Wondering what
had they seen, the three men she'd bedded in the two years since shefirst let herself seduce Drew,
the nanchuku nut, from boredom. . . She'd told Wu Yung fifteen lovers, to stop him thinking she
might take him seriously; which Sally had, though common sense made her keep that private.

A thin face. Good bones, her grandmother would have said. Pale blue eyes. Narrow shoulders and
small breasts. A flat stomach and no hips. That was her most obvious flaw. She had, an early gym
mistress once told her, the figure of a natural athlete. That was shortly before the woman tried to
massage knots from the cramped muscles of Sally's inner thigh.

Examined coldly in the flecked mirror of a cheap pensione within spitting distance of the airport's
razor wire, Sally still looked good; a fact that made life easier but did nothing to make her proud.
She kept herself fit, she didn't take drugs, not even the pharmaceutical kind, and she avoided



meat. All the same, her looks and intelligence were the product of good genes which were,
whether she liked it or not, the result of careful breeding on the part of her grandparents and
parents. Though her grandmother referred to it, rather sweetly, as making a good marriage.

Something Sally had no intention of doing.

After rough bread and rougher wine for which she was not charged, Sally relinquished her room,
the bed unused, and took a bus south to Sracusa. She'd been planning to hitch but the owner's
wife told Sally that good girls didn't do that in Scily and when Sally discovered how little a ticket
would cost, she decided to be good after all. She stayed with the bus until it reached its
destination, the port.

So whitein the sunlight that it almost burned Sally's eyes, the SSGattopardo was anything but
inside. Sairs scabbed with chewing gum, heat-mottled lifeboats, walkways and rusting steps
painted an institutional green and rough unshaded benches bolted in rows on the upper deck.
Made wor se by a stink of oil from the engine room and a sour tang of static that clung to every
surface.

Totop it all theGattopardo broke down six hours out from Malta, itsfirst stop, and, having sat out
a blazing afternoon, decided to limp back at dusk, arriving just as Valletta's cathedral rang
midnight. Invited to go ashore and return at daybreak, Sally refused and ended up sleeping on a
floor in a women's loo, having first made safe the door by tying a short length of climbing rope
between its handle and the nearest tap. Just one of the survival tips she'd picked up on her travels.

Noon next day found Sally arguing with a steward who refused to accept she'd been aboard the
previous day and was thus entitled to the complimentary lunch recently announced over the ship's
tannoy. Eventually the man gave up and watched in disgust as Sally stuffed her rucksack with
oranges and figs, pocketed a fat shard of hard cheese that wanted to be Parmesan but wasn't and
took a dozen slices of prosciutto just because she was pissed at him. The fruit and cheese she kept,
the meat went Frisbee style over the side to feed the gulls.

All that remained after that was to negotiate customs at Banghaz and she was running for a
carriage, filthy clothes, rucksack and all.

"Sally .. "

The Arab boy with the scar was tapping her bare knee, which was a new one, except that it
seemed hereally did want to get her attention.

"What?"

Looking round, Sally realized their train had halted in the middle of nowhere. At least nowhere
that looked like anywhere. All she could see from her dusty window was a wide expanse of red
earth dotted with bushes of some kind.

"We've stopped,” she said.

The boy nodded and one of the nuns suddenly started to fire short, frightened sentences at her in a
language Sally definitely didn't understand. When Sally shrugged, the woman repeated her self
louder.

"Any idea what she's saying?"

He nodded.



"Well," said Sally. "Are you going to tell me?"

"Sure," shrugged the boy. "Why not . . . ? She says thistrain's been hijacked by bandits who will
kill her because of her faith and rape you because you're not wearing enough clothes.”

"|s that true?"

He shrugged. "Anything's possible,” he told her. "Not likely, but possible." The boy looked from
Sally to the nuns and back again. "Do you have anything with longer sleeves?”

Shedid, in her rucksack.
"And anything other than shorts?"
Jeans, if those were any good.

"It's probably unnecessary," said the boy, sounding apologetic, "but you might want to change
just in case.”

Peeling off her top while simultaneously popping the plastic buckle on her rucksack to extract
Atal's favourite shirt, Sally shook out a Paul Smith she'd borrowed on the Islands and never
returned.

Needless to say, Atal had insisted it was a fake.

The shirt was white with thin stripes, made from cotton and had tails old-fashioned enough to
cover her modesty as she wriggled out of her shorts and dlid into jeans. At school, most Friday
nights she used to change back into her uniformin the rear seat of a taxi that would drop her fifty
yards from the small gate.

With her rucksack safely shut and back in an overhead rack, Sally turned to find the entire
contingent of nuns glaring, not at her thistime but at the boy who'd been watching with obvious
interest.

"Thank you," Sally told him.

"My pleasure.” His smile revealed the kind of teeth that travelled third class on a slow train
between Tripoli and Tangiers. Asruined as Sally's own were perfect.

And although her father, ever the unthinking traditionalist, openly admitted to choosing Sally's
mother on looks alone (just as Sally's mother admitted marrying for security), her mouth's
perfection was down to more than genes. It was the product of three years of night braces, nylon
train tracks and restrainers. Every kiss had tasted synthetic. Which maybe explained why there'd
been so few.

"You think it's bandits?" she asked the boy.

"Probably not," he said, "but better to be safe." For a moment he looked serious. "Your clothes.
.. Long sleeves are better. And only small girls have bare legs here. Very small,” he added in case
she hadn't under stood.

CHAPTER 14




Friday 11th February
"He'll be back from hismission soon,” said the note. "Look after yourself, Tiri."
That wasit, nothing more.

And Uncle Ashraf hadn't even bothered to disguise his handwriting. Asfor itsbeing ared mission. . .
that seemed unlikely because then held have left abetter note under her pillow, one that bothered to lie
properly. He was running away, from her crossness and Zara's anger, the noise of the builders and
breakfast at Le Trianon and Hani wasn't at al sure he'd ever come back.

Keying the note into her diary, Hani recorded the time--19:58--and shut down her screen. She was
trying fairly hard not to cry and even harder not to mind that Zarawas il Stting in the gaa with some
stupid book while Hani was banished upstairs and Donna had rattled round the kitchen all day, so put out
by His Excdllency's unexplained absence that sheld shouted a Hani for bothering her.

Pushing open abox of matches, the long kitchen ones, Hani put flame to her uncle's message and
watched curls of ash crumbleinto her basin.

Hani kept her diary inside alion. When the words got too tangled she hacked off whole threads and hid
thosein other animals. Uncle Ashraf's arriva in Iskandryia occupied a hippopotamus. Anything to do
with Zaragot a gazelle, which was being generous. The murder of Hani's Aunt Nafisafilled avulture,
Egyptian obvioudy. And since Neophron percnopterus had ascrawny neck and nasty little eyes, this
was entirely appropriate.

What had happened to her other aunt occupied no space at al, since the Genera had decreed Lady
Jdilas death a secret, back when Genera Koenig Pashawas still Governor and Hani wasn't confident
her idea.of scrambling text insde picture code was entirely origindl.

The day-to-day details of life a the d-Mansur madersagot a Barbary lion, one that stared myopically
from her screen with an awarenessin its pae blue eyes of gpproaching extinction.

| knew you before you knew me.
| knew you before you lived . . .

Thewordswere Uncle Ashraf's own. Well, Hani strongly suspected they weren't, but he'd been the one
to say them on first seeing her lion and no amount of Web searching had pulled up their real owner. Hani
wasn't too sure what they meant but the sentiment sounded sad. And sometimes Hani liked sad but at the
moment shewas just plain furious. That was why sheld refused to go to noon prayers. Sheld have gone
with Khartoum to hislittle mosgue, only shewas agirl and he was a Sufi, wasn't he?

So sheld been sent to her room by Zara, which was nove. A waterfall of raw emotion tumbling across
the older girl'sface, as sudden fear that Hani might refuse turned to shock that she'd just scolded
someone e se's child and ended with anger at being put in that position. Hani was good at reading faces.
Growing up with Aunt Nafisaonehad to be. . .

And Hani had been tempted to refuse and probably would have doneif it had been her uncle, but that
was Sy because if Uncle Ashraf had been there Hani wouldn't have refused to go to prayersand Zara
wouldn't have been upset. So Hani went to keep Zara happy, if that made sense.

The problem with being eleven or ten (or whatever she was actualy meant to be) and having a dead
mother and two dead aunts was that Zaranow fdt the need to look after her. Hani had adead father too,
of course, but since sheld never met him that was different.



"Weird . . ." Shetossed the comment over her shoulder. Ifritah glanced up just long enough to make
certain that nothing important had been said.

On her way out of the gaa, Hani had stopped at the lift, turning back. "Helovesyou," she'd shouted
louder than sheintended. "Even if you don't love him." And as she dammed the grille she knew
absolutely/for certain that tears dready blinded Zaras eyes.

Highlighting the code for some sad-eyed bush baby, Hani opened the picture with aword-processing
package so cheap it failed to correct her grammar. Page after page of scribblefilled the buffer and right
towards the end, round about where anyone normal would begin hitting page down out of sheer
boredom, Hani found her list of clues.

1) Suits till in cupboard.

Ascertaining thiswas less hard than it sounded given that her unclestota collection came to three suits,
two pairs of shoes, fiveshirtsand ared tie.

2) Missing jellaba One of Hamzah's men working on the garden had complained his jellabawas gone.

That wasit. . .

CHAPTER 15

Monday 14th February

"lsaac and Sons?" The street sweeper repeated Raf' squestion dowly, unsure of its exact meaning.
The Isaac he got, thiswas aforeign version of Isacq which was acommon enough name, therest of it . .

He shrugged.

"Méa Salama." Raf said a polite good-bye to the man with the broom and stepped back from the
pavement, running his eyes aong arow of shop fronts. He waslooking for asign. Something
hand-painted onto board to judge from the other sgnsthat hung above darkened windows. Actualy he
was|looking for far more than that.

Ali bin Malik watched the beggar limp away. The stranger's shoes were those of the very poor. A dab of
rubber cut from atractor tyre and punctured with two loops of twineto fit the whole foot and the largest
toe. But even these shoes were better than the striped jellaba he wore. This was torn beneath one arm
and stained around the ankleswith mud or dried concrete.

"Wait," Ali cdled after the beggar and the man stopped. "Ask Ahmed, my uncle." Pointing ong the
street he indicated a shadow crouched by adustcart . . .

"Es-saldm alaykum."
Ahmed looked up from his spails.
"Ahmed?'



A brief nod. And then the man remembered his manners and returned the peace. "Walaykum
es-salam.”

"Méhaba," Raf said. Hdlo.
That earned him another nod, less abrupt thistime.

"I'm looking for an office," said Raf, "that's meant to be on Rue Ali bel Houane." With ashrug he glanced
both ways aong the dmost deserted street. Asif the office might be hiding somewherein the haf dawn.
It was maybe six in the morning and Raf could see everything as clearly asif it had been high noon with
the sun direct overhead; alot clearer than most peoplein Kairouan could have seen even then.

Raf's eyesliked early morning. When the world came into complete focus. There were times when Raf
felt sure his circadian rhythms were reversed. That what his body expected from him wasto deep in the
day and wake at night.

Baudelairian delusions of Bohemia, Zarahad called it in one of her crosser moments. Maybe the only
moment held ever really seen her cross. After shed cometo hisroom in the haremlek at night and found
him dressed, Sitting by an open window in the dressing gown of adead man. He'd tried to explain to her
then who he thought he redlly was. It was an unwise move. After sheld gone, he looked up Baudelaire
and Bohemiato confirm what she'd been saying. A verdict he would dispute but understood how she got
to where she got. But then that was negative capability al over, an overdevel oped talent for seeing both
sdesof everything and agreeing with neither.

Putting thetime a six was aguess as Raf had left hiswatch in El Iskandryia. The fair call to prayer had
been twenty minutes before, however, and the sun was somewhere on the horizon, athough buildings
prevented Raf from knowing exactly where,

"Thisoffice. . . You know the number?' Ahmed had asmoker's voice and nicaotine stains on the sdes of
hisfingersto match.

"It'snumber . .. ?" Casudly Raf pulled a packet of bidi from the ripped pocket of hisjelabaand lit one,
dragging deep. As an afterthought he passed the packet to Ahmed and offered Ahmed his cigarette so
the street cleaner could light hisown.

"Afraid not." Raf shook his head.

It wasalie, of course. That number became fixed in Raf's head the first moment he stood in the gaa
with stepsleading from the courtyard to the madersa'sfirst floor behind him and Lady Nafisa ahead,
angrily pushing aletter in front of hisface only to withdraw it and read him extracts, her tone furious and
disdainful.

On the 30th April, Pashazade Zari Moncef al-Mansur, only son of the Emir of Tunis, married Sally
Welham at a private ceremony in an annexe of the Great al-Zaytuna Mosgue. She was his third
wife. He divorced her five days later.

He'd had to take her word on that because the only bit he'd been able to read was the | etterhead. 1saac
& Sons. Commissioner for Oaths, 132 Rue Ali bel Houane, Kairouan, Ifrigiya. Therest wasin Arabic, a
language he now spoke but was gill unable to write or read.

(A fact Raf judtified by telling himself that Arabic script had aminimum of six styles, codified in Baghdad



by Vizir Ibn Muglaat the beginning of the tenth century. Three used for the Holy Quran and threefor
official work, administration and correspondence. And out of these had developed other styles, at least
one, shikaste , decipherable only to a practised reader. Added to which, |etters changed shape
according to their positionin aword.)

"But you know the owner's name?"'
Raf nodded. "It'salaw firm," he said. "With officesin Kairouan. | saac and Sons."

The old man thought about it, shook his head and sat back down on the pavement where a pile of
rubbish waited to be sorted into hegps. There were cola cans, empty and sticky, discarded paper, mainly
oiled wrappers from the pastry shopslining Rue Ali bel Houane, empty packets of cigarettes, local
mostly but one of them, the one with abroken cigarette fill insde, an Itaian brand of which Raf had
never heard.

Ahmed tucked the foreign cigarette behind his ear and went back to sorting out rubbish. All the cans
went in one bag, the paper in another. Rags got tied to each other until they looked like astring of drab
bunting. "It doesn't bring much,” Ahmed said, "but it brings alittle.”

"Inshd all4," Ref said.
"Insha," the Street cleaner agreed.

Around them Kairouan was beginning to tir. A smal woman with asams asthin astwigsand abirdlike
strut bustled onto the pavement from a nearby shop and scowled as soon as she saw Raf. Then she
noticed Ahmed sitting on the other side and promptly relaxed. Everyone offered the peace, then said
good morning and findly said hello. By the time that was done another shop had begun to open, the metdl
grillebeing pulled back from the doorway and an avning being wound down in ascreech of rusty metal.

"Ishag and Sons?' Ahmed said to the woman who twisted her thin neck to one side, making her seem
more birdlike than ever.

"lsheq?"
"Thisman'slooking for ther office.

And not finding it, Raf thought to himsalf. Most of the shops did without numbers but even counting
forward from some that did and back from others held failed to work out where number 132 should be.

With one hand on atarnished metal pole she'd been about to use to wind down her own awning and her
other on abony hip, the woman consdered Ahmed's question, head till cocked to one sde in thought.
"Ishagand Son . . ." Slowly she straightened up, small eyesturning to gaze at Raf.

"Perhaps thiswas a notario?' she suggested.
Raf nodded.

"lbrahimibn Ishag,” she told the Street cleaner, jerking her head backwards to signify somewhere behind
her. "He used to be above the French booksdller.”

"Used to be?' Raf said.
"Hedied," sad the birdlike woman. "Y ears ago. Pneumonia. After that redlly bad spring.”

"His son took over?"



"lbrahim was the son. That wasit. The placeisempty.”

Surprise should have been thefirgt thing Raf felt. Or maybe shock, disbelief and blind refusal to accept
theimpossible. All of those would have been normal. But what Raf actudly felt wassick. A cold nausea
at the centre of his gut spreading out through his veins, his skin growing pae as blood withdrew from his
capillaries and shivers syncopated the length of his spine. It felt like static playing across his body,
twitching muscles and burning like ice dong the branching pathways of his nerves.

Thefox coughed, its bark closeto laughter.

Just because something is chaotic doesn't make it random. Raf remembered aman in awhite coat telling
him that. Y ears before. The term phase space kept cropping up but the surgeon had been talking about
hisbrain.

"Areyou all right?"
"I brahim was family?"

Two questions asked together, voices male and female but both worried, though the man at least glanced
away from the tearsthat had sprung into Raf's eyes. Wiping them clumsily with the back of hishand, Raf
laughed. The smal embarrassed laugh of aman who has let emotion get the better of him.

"My mother's cousin,” he said with asmdl shrug. "I'm fine but | know she will be upset.”

To make up for Raf's disgppointment the woman inssted on showing him where the office had been,
walking dowly so that he could keep up with her in his crude shoes. Kairouan was Ifrigiya's most
important city, shetold him on theway. A place of redl learning, unlike Tunis, with its crowds of nasrani
and unsavoury way of life. If hewas lucky he might find ajob at the market.

From Kairouan to Tuniswas maybe 150 kilometres by road, perhapsless; athough, as no railway
reached the city and Raf had been forced to leave at M'aaken to catch a bus, the distance would be
more than this by the time he returned to M'aaken and rejoined one of the local servicesfor Gare de
Tunis

"Thereyou go," she said, pointing to awindow above adusty shop front. " That was where your cousin
used to work. We had to reach his office from the back . . ."

Raf thanked her, then did so again, leaving her slanding on the pavement a hundred paces from her own
shop asthe first customers of the day came out to buy pastries and fruit for breakfast.

On hisway to catch the return busto M'aaken, Raf detoured into an alley that ran paralld to that side of
Rue Ali bel Houane and walked dowly dong the narrow street, counting openings and looking at sgns
painted directly onto the peding length of wall. He found the one he wanted halfway down, faded and
partly lost under asmear of concrete that someone had used to patch aholein the plaster.

Isaac & Sons. Commissionersfor Oaths. The only words held been able to read from the letter in Lady
Nafisa's hand. The door to the office was bolted from the inside and had an extra padlock hooked
through arugting clasp a waist height, asif locking an empty office from within might not be enough.
Next to the door was an odd cast-iron blade set into asmall arch at ground level, which Raf eventually
worked out was for scraping mud from boots during the winter months.

"Talk to me," said the fox.

All Raf gave him was an angry shake of the head. He knew how absurdly easy it dwayswasto givein.



Towelcome Tiri back and make it speak to him or, rather, make Tiri spesk for him, because that's what
thefox did, they both understood that now.

And Raf wanted the cold degp in his bonesto go away and the memoriesthat flooded hisveinslikeiced
water to vanish. Most of al he wanted to spend the rest of hislife, however long that was, knowing that
when he woke each morning the room in which he dept would not have changed colour, that no hedges
would have grown to maturity from seedlings outside hiswindow, that the season when he awoke would
be the same aswhen he shut hiseyes.

If banishing the fox from his head was the price Raf had to pay to achieve this, then the fox would haveto
go. And it had been a stupid idea of Tiri's anyway to go ask advice of alawyer who was dready dead.

CHAPTER 16

Flashback

Sometime around noon, with the sun burning down on the outside of Sally's airless carriage, three
men wearing combat trousers, khaki T-shirts and checkedkufiyyeh came by to throw passengers
off the stalled train. At least that's what Sally assumed was happening given that the nuns
suddenly stood up and began to collect together their baskets, wrapping what was left of the
salami inside its white cloth and burying the package at the bottom of the biggest basket, as if
bandits might have stopped the train to steal their food.

"I find out what's happening,” said the boy and nodded to Sally, pointedly ignoring the nuns as he
jumped down onto the track. Sally watched him walk away, dodging between exiting passengers
until he disappeared from sight. After a while she realized he probably wasn't coming back.

Everyone waited in the sun for two hours beside the train. And then its diesel engine fired up and
the abandoned carriages began to reverse slowly away from where the passengers still sat,
picking up speed as they went. True to type, the nunsimmediately formed a small circle with their
baskets in the middle, asif they were the wagons and their luggage the settlers waiting for an
Indian attack. Occasionally one or another would glance over to where Sally stood, too nervous
to sit, but that was all.

As dusk arrived so did the soldiers. Teenage conscripts with hard haircuts and soft eyes, the clash
between appearance and their friendliness not yet kicked out of them. They carried stubby
submachine guns stamped out of cheap metal which they played with endlessly, flicking the safety
catches and snapping out quarter-curve magaznes only to snap them back again. The conscripts
seemed to have no more idea of why they were there than Sally did.

Night never really came. The moon was too bright and, though air convected and a warmwind
blew from the distant sea and a whole orchestra of insects finally fell silent, darkness stayed away.
Sometime after midnight a new train rolled up. It looked much like the old train but dirtier, with
carriages that were separate, unlinked by any corridor. The man driving wore combat fatigues,
with an AK49 slung across his back.

"Great," said Sally. No corridor meant no loos. And that meant six hours locked in a carriage
with an uncertain stomach.

"Need help?"

Sally turned to find a barefoot boy wearing a samurai topknot, the baggiest Fat Boys she'd ever



seen and a leather choker with a plum-sized amber bead tied round his neck. The orange lettering
across his T-shirt proclaimedRock and Ruin. And underneath in much smaller letterswas a line
that readarchaeologists do it in spades.

Sally sighed. "Help with what?"

"Getting on the train.” The blond boy pointed at her rucksack, then nodded to the nearest
carriage which stood empty with its door still shut. It was, Sally suddenly realized, going to be
hard enough clambering up without having to drag her luggage after her.

"Yeah," she said, "that would be good."
Sill smiling, the boy pushed out his hand and announced, "1'm Per."

"Sally," said Sally without thinking about it and remembered too late that she'd meant to travel
as someone else.

Together they clambered up into a dusty-smelling carriage and Per yanked down the blinds on the
side where everyone stood, blocking out moonlight and the shuffling crowd beyond. For about
five minutes it looked like this might work, as compartments either side filled with noise but no
onetried their door.

And then, with the train shuddering asits diesel fired up, the door was jerked open and a
close-cropped skull gazed up at them. Whatever doubts the conscript felt about being faced with
twonasrani lost out to his need for a seat. Pulling himself up, he was about to shut the door when
someone shouted his name.

Five conscripts tumbled in after him, pushing and swearing until they saw Sally by the far window
with Per opposite.

"Hi," said Sally and six faces blinked as one. They were kids she realized, only a few years
younger in age but a dozen in experience, uncertain how to react to some foreign girl in men's
clothes. Their problem, Sally decided, not mine, and nodded to one of them to shut the door.

"Seep tight,” said Per, settling into his seat.
Sally wasn't sure if that was the Swedish boy's idea of a joke.

Along with everyone elsein the carriage Sally found herself dlipping down in her seat asthe
minutes turned into hours, until her head rested on her arm and her 1egs were supported by the
seat opposite. She had Per's bare toes almost in her face, clean but dirty (if that made sense). And
her own sandalled feet were being used by Per as a cushion. Without even thinking about it he'd
wrapped his arms round her knees, pulled her feet in close and fallen asleep, so that now his
breath came slow and regular as waves against a summer beach.

"Seep tight," she said but he was already.

Headed for sleep herself, Sally hardly noticed Per shift onto his side and brush one hand along her
calf. For a second she imagined it an accident but then the touch came again, so softly she could
have been dreaming if not for the rattle of rails and dark sky scudding past outside.

Shutting her eyes, Sally decided to be asleep; remaining asleep as Per's fingers crept up from her
ankle to knee before smoothing down towards her ankle again. He moved hisfingersin time to
the lurch of the wheels. Asif that somehow made it coincidental, merely part of the journey. And



she kept feigning sleep as Per's stroking became heavier and his hand moved higher, until the top
of every stroke almost reached her buttocks.

Part of Sally, the part to which she usually refused to listen, regretted changing out of her shorts,
because those were baggy and, well, short really.

"You awake?" His voice was soft, concer ned.
Sally almost shook her head.

Shifting in her seat, she moved lower so she was almost balanced between the seats. At the same
time she kept her eyes shut and her breathing regular, even when his fingers found the backs of
her thighs and slipped between them, smoothing along a seam.

That was where Per's fingers stayed, their movement so slight Sally could barely sense it though
the effect was like water rising behind a flood wall. The warmth between her legs more than mere
body heat, the dampness not just sweat.

"Per..."

The Swedish boy stopped. One bare arm still hooked round her leg and his hand crushed between
her thighs. A barrier was formed by his half-turned body, screening them from the others, those
sleeping children with their cruel haircuts and faces made soft by rest and dreams.

"Too much?"
Sally wondered what he'd do if she said yes. Not that she would.

"Wait," she told himand sat up in her seat. Switching sides quickly, Sally snuggled down facing
Per. Only this time round she was the barrier between the woken world and the snoring
conscripts.

"Better," she said.
"Much," Per agreed.

They kissed or rather Sally kissed Per. And when his hand reached for her, Sally didn't move away
but put her own fingers over his and snuggled closer, holding it there.

Per skipped several of the stages she'd come to expect from boys her own age, stages that WWu
Yung had also ignored. And when Per removed his hand it was to reach between the buttons of
Atal's shirt and expose one breast.

"Small," shetold him.
"Perfect,” hereplied, dipping his head.

When Sally eventually opened her eyes, it was to see one of the conscripts watching her in the
window, his distance doubled by reflection. The boy said nothing but neither did he look away.

"Okay?" Per asked, his head still buried between her small breasts, licking salt and a distant echo
of cheap soap from a bath she'd taken in Catania; so distant as to be almost lost under the dirt of
five days' travelling without a break.

"Qure,” said Sally, "everything's fine."



Per's back was to the window and his head was bent, his armstight around Sally and little doubt
could exist as to what his reflection tasted. On the other hand, for two strangers making out in a
railway carriage they were being unusually discreet. So Sally shrugged and shut her eyes again.

Somewhere between barest dawn and reaching the Italianate Gothic monstrosity of Tarabulus
station Per dropped his fingersto the waist of Sally's jeans and discovered she'd already freed the
top button. As she wouldn't let him ease the jeans past her hips, he made do with dliding his hand
insde.

She bit his shoulder so hard when she came that Per was the one who cried out. A muffled yelp,
hastily swallowed. Although had Per turned round he'd have discovered how redundant that was.
Every conscript in the carriage was already awake, wide-eyed and envious.

Discreetly, so that her move wasn't too obvious Sally put her hand down and held Per, watching
him tense. She waited until he shut his eyes at the intensity of her grip, then let go.

"Your turn after Tarabulus," she said. "That is, if you're not getting off at this stop."
Per hesitated.

"I'mgoing on to Gabes,” Sally added.

"Take a break," he suggested. " Spend a few daysin Tripoli."

"No time." Sally shook her head. "I've got stuff to do.”

"What stuff?"

Sally dropped her hand into hislap, making it look casual. "1'm on a quest,” she said.
"For what?"

"The Libyan striped weasdl," said Sally, and gave his trousers a squeeze.

As they pulled out of Tarabulus less than an hour later, sat in a carriage that was once again
theirs alone, Per asked what had been troubling him from the first moment they met beside the
stopped train.

"How old are you?"

Without even stopping to think Sally lopped three years off her age. And tried not to grin when the
Swedish boy looked suddenly appalled.

CHAPTER 17

Monday 14th February
"Yeah," said Raf, " | already know . . ."

A life of brain-rotting boredom awaited Tunisiaslast bey, who took with himinto exile hiswife, his
German midiress (Sandard Thiergarten -issue, one), adozen, French-educated ministers, most of his
children and a 392-piece set of chinamade in the Husseinite colours by Noritake.

And while the brave speech made from the door of his departing train was enough to make some doulbt



the probity of supporting Colond al-Mansur's plot to overthrow the government, the convenient
discovery two days later of an empty beyical treasury was enough to make those same peopleredize
how right Colonedl a-Mansur had been to propose himsdlf for the new position of Emir.

"You done now?' Raf asked.

Inside hishead, Tiri nodded and smiled, glad to be back. Raf'srefusd to talk had lasted awhole bustrip
and hdf atrain journey. So now the fox was sticking to easy thoughts and smple facts. Which waswhy it
didn't mention what was happening up ahead.

The secret police were waiting for Raf on platform three of Gare de Tunis. It was nothing personal. They
were waiting for everyone. Although, to be honest, Raf didn't care. He was being someone e se for the
day, maybelonger.

Maybe forever.

Sung under the arms of each mubahith was anew-modd HK7, the complete worksright down to Zeiss
laser scope and double-length magazine. Since Ifrigiyawas on the UN embargo list for weapons sdes
and the ministry in Berlin respongble for overseeing HK shipments obeyed the ruling when it suited them,
shipping must have been viafase end-user certificates. Presumably the same applied to the military-issue
BMW bikes parked on the concourse behind.

Their black uniform wasn't one Raf recognized but whatever force they represented it seemed to require
them to wear stedl-capped eighteen-rivet boots cut from shiny leather. Always abad sign. For his part,
Raf gtill wore sandals cut from an old tractor tyre and afilthy jellaba. His skull was hidden under a chesp
Dynamo's cap and three-day stubble accentuated rather than hid the scar on his jaw; he looked rough,
made worse by the fact that seventy-six hours of not eating had hollowed his cheeks and put dark circles
round his naked eyes.

The smile on hisface wasthat of anidiot savant. Or maybejust anidiot.

That the mubahith wore aviator shades went without saying, snce mirror shades and big boots went
together across most of North Africalike midsummer riots and tear gas. Raf's own dark glasseswere
missing and in their place he wore cheap contacts that turned his eyes brown and overlaid the world with
ahaze of ghostly smoke.

"You." A hand clipped his shoulder, sending him stumbling. "Can't you read?' A soldier with corpord's
stripes was pointing to asign. A dozen soldiers and an officer in khaki were there to do the actua work.
The mubahith just stood around in black uniformslooking bored.

Raf shook his head mutely and the corpora sucked histeeth.

"Into line," he ordered and indicated arow of barriers set up to funne passengers through one of two
meta arches. Men, who made up the bulk of the crowd, jostled and pushed their way towards one arch,
where abored soldier sat off to the Sde, chain-smoking in front of abank of screens.

The few women dighting from Raf'strain had their own arch with no screensvisible. All results of their
strip scans were hidden within the walls of atall black tent and seen only by trained nurses. Securité's
gesture to common decency.

"Comeon."

Mogt of those who passed through the arches raised little interest. Although afew of the men were pulled
out of line and made to turn out their pockets just for show.



" Your turn," said the fox and Raf nodded, dropping his bidi to the platform and grinding it under hedl.
Raf had no real ideawhy he did that. Unless it was meant to be polite.

Shuffling forward with the felaheen gait of those too poor to own correctly sized shoes, Raf passed
under thearch. And al might have been well if he hadn't looked up and stared straight into the eyes of
Sergeant Belhaouane, recently promoted to the mubahith .

"You," the man jerked his heavy chin. "Come here.”
Raf did what he wastold.
"Look a me."

Reluctantly Raf raised his head then looked away. He stank of sweeat and hisjellaba was rotten beneath
thearmsfrom lack of washing.

"Your papers.” The order was barked out. It didn't take the fox to tell Raf that the security man was
enjoying himsdf, which didn't stop the fox from telling him anyway.

"What did you say?'
"Nothing." Raf shook his heed. "Nothing, Captain.”

Sergeant Belhaouane looked amaost mollified by his sudden promotion. Although that didn't slop him
from dlicking hisfingersloudly to hurry Raf dong.

"Comeon..."

Raf hurried. Scrabbling in hisjellaba pocket, then in al the pockets of the tattered trousers he wore
beneath. Finally, when the sergeant's patience was dmost gone he found hiswallet.

"Your Excdlency,” said Raf, producingit.

The mubahith flipped open the battered square of leather and looked inside. Then he checked the
pocket behind the empty dotswhere credit cards would have been were this felah the kind of manto
have credit cards.

A hundred US dollars hid there, in tatty green ten-dollar notes. One month's wages to the sergeant, three
months wages to someone like Raf. About as much as afamily might scrabble together to send one of
them to the city to find work.

"These your identity papers?”
Raf shuffled hisfedt.

"Thought s0." The man pocketed the notes with atwist of the wrist as deft as any magician making cards
disgppear. "Right," he said when that was done. "What's your businessin Tunis?"

"Work," said Raf. "l cametofind ajob."
"Doing what?'
"Unloading ships. . . Therésadtrike."

Sergeant Belhaouane snorted. Work at the docks passed from father to son, strike or no strike. The only



way an outsder like Raf could ever get dock work was to marry the daughter of a stevedore and hope
that, when the time came, the jetty bosses were open to bribes and the man about to retire didn't already
have a son.

"What'syour village?'
Raf named a place so small it didn't occur on most maps.
"Where?'

In reply he named atown nearby not much larger. Although the sergeant appeared to have heard of it this
time, probably because Segui was known as a place of annual pilgrimage for Soviet nasrani who
spurned UN sanctions and raced the salt lakes with sail boards on whedls.

It was obvious from the sergeant's dismissive gaze that he held out little hope of Raf finding work enough
to send money back to hisvillage. The concrete-stained sandals and filthy jellabaidentified Raf asaman
mostly used to casud graft. And congtruction in Tuniswas run by one family. If you didn't pay for an
introduction, you didn't work. Lifewasthat smple. And since the last thing Tunis needed was another
itinerant from the south Sergeant Belhaouane decided his best course of action would be send theidiot
back to Segui on the next train.

Unfortunately thefox disagreed.

"Run," suggested the fox. But Raf was dready running through a crowd that didn't so much move out of
hisway astrip over their own feet in their hasteto let him get to the exit on Rue Ibn Kozman. A woman
screamed, Raf noticed, freezing an image of the chaos around him. An old man burst into tears and aboy
put ahand to his mouth like he was about to vomit.

"Ditch that gun."

"What gun?'

"Heckler & Koch, fifty-two-shot magazine. Laser targeting. Night sights.. . ."
The onewith blood on its stock.

"Fuck."

"Yeah," sad thefox. " Something like that."

Jnking round afat man wearing white robes that marked him out as from the Trucia States, Raf sprinted
for the black Zil from which the man had just dighted, only to haveit pull away in asqued of tyres, back

door flapping.

The driver behind took one look at the gun in Raf's hand and reversed hard, straight into ataxi.
Headlights shattered, fenders tore and then it too was gone, followed by the cab trailing diesdl fumesand
fear.

When Raf next bothered to look he was running down adip road with ashunting yard to hisright and
overlooked on hisleft by redbrick tenements. Dark windows, mostly shuttered. A car without wheels
raised on cinder blocks. It could have thewrong side of the tracks anywhere. Although the air smelled
different to that of El Iskandryia. Fresher somehow, owing less of itstaste to the sea. Fewer cars. Not so



heavy on the hydrocarbons.
"Thisway . .."

Raf ignored the voice. Only to freeze when ahand grabbed his deeve and swung him round, pushing him
towards ametal fence.

"Through here," inssted the voice. It wore an old uniform with a peaked cap and fat leather belt, black tie
and pae blue shirt. The belt was new and the uniform date grey, with silver-piped epaul ettes on anarrow
jacket and a chegp metal monogram adorning each lapel, lettersintertwined so tightly that it took Raf a
second to make out SBCF.

"Société Beyical des Chemins de Fer," said thefox.

Raf shrugged. "Whatever."

"Comeon," hissed the smdl man, till gripping Raf by the deeve. "Do you want them to catch you?
"Who?'

"Kashif Pashds sécurité , of course. . . He'staking control," added the man as he bustled Raf through a
mesh door in an inner fence and smultaneoudy pulled akey from his pocket to lock it behind them.
"Everyone knows hisfather isdying.”

Raf frozed.

"Y ou must know," said the man. " A week ago in Tozeur the Emir was bitten by a poisonous snake.
They're keeping the seriousness a secret.”

Raf knew dl about them and they . Most of his childhood had been spent in their hospitals and specid
schools. Suits, smoked-glasswindows, pretty little mobile phones. And endlesslies, hadf of them his.

"| thought the Emir was unharmed?"
"That'swhat they want you to believe."
"What proof do you have?' Raf demanded, regretting it immediately.

"What proof . . . 7' Key till in the lock the man halted then started to scrape the key in the opposite
direction, infinitely dowly. Thistime round the man was worrying about his own escape route. Raf'stone
had been wrong. Not just his question but the position from which that question was asked . . . Onethat
posited aright to make such demands and an expectation that these would be met; assumptionstotaly a
odds with Raf's ragged jellaba and homemade sandals.

Of coursethe smal man didn't think of it like that, he just fdlt tricked, his closing down into sullen
imbecility the defence of the weak against someone who might represent those who were strong.

Raf took adeep breath. "Forgive me," he said and shrugged, then shrugged again and switched into
Arabic. "My Frenchisnot good. Only what | learnt as houseboy at ahotel when | wasyoung. | was just
asking if theillness of the Emir wastrue. . ."

Between being ahouseboy at ahotd and an itinerant |abourer lay awhole lifeésworth of wrong choice
that the old railway worker was much too politeto investigate. So he smiled instead and shrugged in his
turn. "That explainsyour accent,” he said. "It'svery eegant. And yes, it's true about the Emir."



He hustled a sllent Raf towards a shed that stood dark and near derdlict at the foot of an abandoned
signd box, pushing hisnew friend ingde.

"Wear this," he ordered as he ripped an orange boiler suit from alocker. "And carry that." The bag he
offered was long and made from oiled canvas. On both ends the SBCF logo could just be seeninsde a
faded circle. "It'sfor the gun,” he said with asigh when Raf just stared at the thing.

"Sorry." Raf ripped the magazine from the HK, wiped it with arag taken from the floor, then did the
same for the weapon, dropping both into the bag before zipping it shut. The rag he returned to the floor.

"Who areyou?" he asked the man.

"Someone whose eyes are open,” the man replied and grinned, exposing arow of crooked teeth. "You
can cal me Sgjjad. | work the Gare de Tunis. How about you?'

"Me?" Raf glanced round the tiny hut and spotted atwo-ring Belling in the corner, platesthick with
grease. A stack of take-out trays next to it said the old-fashioned cooker didn't get much use. "I'ma
chef," said Raf. "Onewho's looking for ajob. Name's Ashraf. My mother was Berber.”

Which wasn't exactly true. It was hisfather who'd been Berber according to everyone from Eugenie dela
Croix and the Khedive to Raf's Aunt Nafisa, but she was dead and most of what she'd told Raf had
turned out to be lies anyway.

"And your father?'

"I never knew my father," Raf said and was shocked to redize that he probably never would. And even
more shocked by how much he minded.

Sgjjad shrugged. "These things," he said as he clicked on a kettle and reached for atin, "they happen.”
Such unhappy beginnings went atogether better with the torn jellaba than did Raf's earlier question,
abrupt and barked as it had been.

"Losethejdlabain alocker," said Sgjad a minute or two later, pouring water onto coffee grounds.
"WEelII find you another,” he added when Raf looked doubtful.

Any residual doubt Sgjjad had about Raf got forgotten the moment he saw the scar tissue mapped onto
the young man'sback. A veritable landscape of pain, with ridges of scarring that fed between a
star-shaped city on Raf's shoulder to ribbon devel opments of raised tissue around his ribs and abdomen.

To Raf the only thing remarkable about it al was how little of the pain héd actudly felt, mostly that had
been thefox'sjob.

Sgjad whistled.
"They did thisto you?'
"They certainly did," said Raf.

CHAPTER 18

Friday 18th February

Thelift in theal-M ansur mader sa was an old-fashioned Otis that worked on counterweights, great



dabs of lead that rose between two greased poles as the Otis descended and went down when the lift
rose. Apparently the lift was now so ancient it was valuable.

For the bulk of her short life Hani would no more have dared visit the men'sfloor than sheld expect a
man to vigt the haremlek, where her own room was situated. Uncle Ashraf's arrival from America had
changed dl that. Along with other things such as eating breskfast in the kitchen, to the intense disgpprova
of Aunt Nafisa's elderly Portuguese cook.

Uncle Ashraf's cook now, she supposed.

Donnawas afraid of Hani's uncle. That much was obvious from the way she aways tapped her forehead,
tummy and one breast after another every morning when Uncle Ashraf first cameinto the kitchen. For
hersdf, Hani relied for safety on aslver hand of Fatimaworn under her vest on alength of black cotton.
Not that Hani believed her uncle possessed the evil eye.

His power was baraka , the sanctity that clung to those who walked the difficult path. Hani had
discussed with Khartoum her ideathat baraka might have required her uncleto vanish and the fact the
old Sudanese porter hadn't dismissed her idea out of hand was beginning to convince Hani that she was
right.

Easing open the brass grille, Hani dipped into the Otis and pushed herself into acorner; al of which was
unnecesary because Hani had only just seen Zara cross the darkened courtyard below the gaa and
disappear under amarble arch that led to the covered garden. Gone to see how far her father's workmen
had got, probably . . .

Hani checked her watch. Four hours since lunch. Well, if thetray of pastries Donna had |eft discreetly
outside Hani's door passed for lunch. And two hours before their visitor was due to arrive.

His Highness Mohammed Tewfik Pasha, Khedive of El Iskandryiaand ruler of al Egypt . . . Onetime
puppy prince to Koenig Pashas magtiff. Hani redled off her cousin'stitles, adding afew choice ones of
her own.

These days of course the Genera wasfighting US attempts to extradite him for kidnapping a psychotic
battle computer that answered to the name of Colonel Abad. Since Washington smultaneoudy insisted
that Abad was merely amachine, Hani was puzzled as to how Genera Koenig Pasha could be charged
with kidnapping, particularly in an American court; always assuming Washington managed to extradite
him, which was unlikely because the Generd was many things (including her godfather), but what he
wasn't was without friends.

The day before the day before yesterday, which was a Tuesday. (Hani checked that fact in her head and
discovered sheld got it right.) The day before, etc. an invitation had arrived for her uncleand in his
absence Hani had felt obliged to open it, watched unfortunately by Donnawho'd aso heard the knock at
the door onto Rue Sherif. And Donna had been less than happy when, having skim-read the Khedive's
note, Hani promptly vanished up to her room to feed it through apink plastic scanner.

Having saved thefile, Hani typed an answer on her uncle's behdf, folded it neatly and took it down to the
kitchen for Donnato post. The reply, brief to the point of rudeness, regretted that Ashraf Bey was unable
to attend the Khedive asinvited and suggested that instead the Khedive might visit the a-Mansur
madersaat 7:00P .M. on Friday 18th Jumaada a-awal, AH 1472 . . .

"Stay there," Hani told her cat and logt Ifritah'sreply in acrunch of lift wheds. Until Zaratook Hani
shopping a Marshal & Sndlgrove, Hani had assumed that dl lifts were like this one; but then, until eight
months back when Uncle Ashraf first arrived, Hani hadn't been outside the madersa, ever . . . So what



did she know?
Hani shrugged.
She had work to do.

Two factswere insufficient. Hani had stopped calling them clues , because they revealed so little. Her
unclewas gone. A workman's jellabawas missng. Not clues , Hani told herself crosdy, isolated facts .
A situation she was about to change by finding others.

The room her uncle used was dark, silent and damp so Hani folded back his shuttersto let in air and with
it sodium haze from the surrounding city. Directly below wasthe courtyard, its fountain sllent, and beyond
the courtyard aflat-roofed store used by Hamzah's builders. In the old days the open-sided store had
been aroom for entertaining visitors not quite grand enough to be invited up to the gaa . Now it wasfull
of sacks of cement, endless sheets of glass sorted into piles and machines for sandblasting metal.

Onthefar Sde of the store began the garden. Only most of its roof was gone, each glass pane carefully
removed so that the supporting framework of Victorian girders could be stripped back to metal, treated
agang rust and repainted. In the middle of the garden, staring blindly into amuddy pit that would
become acarp pond stood Zara, unaware of being watched. Unaware, it seemed to Hani, of anything
very much since Uncle Ashraf's disappearance.

In one corner of her unclé'sroom was a bateau lit , sheets folded down negtly. A slver char, made
from walnut overlaid with besten metal, stood next to it. Apart from that there was only a double-fronted
wardrobe againgt onewall, doorsinset with matching oval mirrorsthat reflected Hani back to hersdf, a
dlhouette watching a silhouette, and a bow-fronted walnut chest against another wall. A taity rug
occupied thefloor in between.

Having confirmed that there were no loose tiles beneath the rug, Hani debated her next move and
decided on the wardrobe. In a shoe box undernegth it she found arevolver and picked this up by the
handle, only then remembering to consult the notebook she'd borrowed, her tiny Maglite playing over the
fat man's spidery writing. It took Hani longer than sheliked to find the right page.

Never touch evidence with bare hands. . .
Wadll, that was agood dtart.

Doing something clever like hook her torch through the revolver's trigger guard was out because Hani
needed that to see what she was doing. And while it was true there were wire clothes hangers, any one
of which would have done, dozens of the things on an otherwise empty rack in the wardrobe, just looking
at those stung the back of Hani'slegs. So instead Hani transferred her grip from handle to trigger guard
and brought the barrel up to her nose. It stank of old fireworks.

Other than this the wardrobe was bare. Nothing on top or in either drawer beneath.
Search systematically, said the notebook.

For dl its dusty eegance and probable value, Raf's chest of drawers was equaly devoid of clues, lined
with crinkled white paper and filled mostly with dust and dead spiders. Just to be thorough Hani yanked
out one drawer after another to check that no one had taped anything important to the back.

She knew for afact Donna had tidied no clues away because the old woman was far too terrified of her
uncleto enter hisroom. It was Khartoum who cleaned this floor and Khartoum had been nowhere near
themain housefor . ..



Now that was interesting.
Hani thought about it and grinned.

Once she was done here, shed wander over to the porter's room next to the back entrance of the
madersaand have a serioustak with Khartoum, assuming she still had time. The arrivd of her cousin the
Khedive obvioudy took precedence.

Make notes, the book said somewhere. So Hani wrote bedroom in pencil on ablank page towardsthe
end and put atick next to it. On the line below she wrote bathroom .

Her uncl€'s cagt-iron bath was full of dugt, its enamel yellow with age. One of the claws at the tap end
showed black meta where an old accident had chipped the surface away. Maybe his shower cubicle
would hold more clues.

Make that any clues, Hani thought to hersdf.

Codl tar sogp. A dry flannd. Camomile shampoo. The shampoo was hdf-full and the flannd as iff as
peded skin. It was the sogp that wasinteresting. Tiny splinters of hair porcupined its surface. Not
washed-out strands as one might expect but clippings. Dropping to a crouch, Hani ran one finger across
the bottom of the shower tray and came up with awhole crisscross of clues.

He'd cut hishair then. No, Hani crossed that out and pencilled in cropped instead. Uncle Ashraf hed
cropped his hair. And that meant he was in disguise. Something she should have known from the missing
jdlaba Disguise meant Uncle Ashraf was on amission. Hani nodded to hersdlf, heading for thelift. There
waswork to do. Khartoum would have to wait.

"HisHighnessthe Khedive. . ." A lifetime of cigars gave the old Sufi'swords gravitasto go with ther
edge.

The dim boy in the dark suit nodded to Khartoum, then glared around the admost deserted gaa. Etiquette
demanded he be met at the door to the a-Mansur madersa but the only person to be found at the
entrance on Boulevard Sherif had been polishing its door knocker.

Andit didn't help Tewfik Pasha's sdf-esteem that Khartoum till had his cleaning cloth dangling from one
hand like adead hare. In fact, thinking abouit it, Tewfik Pasha decided he should haveinsisted on bringing
his bodyguards with him rather than leaving them on the sdewak by the Bentley.

"Your Highness."

Very dowly Zaraput down her needlepoint and climbed to her feet. She wasworking on acircle of
canvas stretched over alarge hoop, onto which she'd sketched amap of the world. Zara hoped the
Khedive appreciated her artistry. Particularly the fact sheld chosen to edge his domainsin the exact blue
used to outline Prussia

"Thisisapleasure" said Zara, her toneindicating thet it was anything buit . . .

If Tewfik Pashanoticed the cheap silver band on Zarasfinger he didn't let it show. Wedding rings were
gold and what Zarawore sgnified, asit wasintended to signify, that whatever she had it wasn't a

marriage.



Actudly it wasn't anything a al. A quick grope on aboat and two nights heavy petting & the
gubernatorial palace while Raf stood in as Governor and her father was on trid.

"Areyou dl right?'
"Why shouldn't | be?'

"Noreason. . ." Thefatering in the Khedive's voice reveded him for what he was. An anxious
seventeen-year-old standing in front of agirl both older and out of hisreach.

"Wdl, I'm here" Tewfik Pashasaid.
"Soyou are," said Zara.

Glancing round anxioudy, the Khedive dmost flinched when he met Khartoum's sardonic gaze. " Perhaps
Y our Highnesswould like coffee?’ The old Sufi's voice was dightly gentler than before.

"Coffee. .. ?" Tewfik Pashawanted to be peremptory. To have grown men fater at his gaze and women
wait on his dightest word--or was it the other way round? Whichever, the Genera could manage both
without even noticing. While the most Tewfik could manage was to hold aroom for afew tense minutes,
provided one of hisaudience didn't answer to the name of Zara Quitramala.

"That would be good," he told Khartoum. " And perhaps some cookies. . . 7'

"At thevery least Ashraf Bey should have been here aswdll," said Tewfik Pasha as he put down histiny
brass cup to suck mudlike coffee grounds from between his teeth. He sounded peeved and not at all
princely. Somehow the thought of Zarawith Ashraf Bey dways had that effect on him.

"Yes" sad Zara. "Then the three of us could have had acozy chat."

Hani snorted. She couldn't help hersdf. And having given away her position, she jumped down from the
top of thelift, which was an excellent place for seeing everything without being seen, and landed in an
untidy jumble of armsand legs.

The Otis had been unused for the lagt half an hour; which was twice aslong as Zara had been Sitting in
the gaa wondering exactly why His Highness the Khedive of El 1skandryiamight suddenly decide to pay
an impromptu visit. Now she knew.

"Hani .. ."

"Your Highness." If the child's greeting skirted the edge of mockery, her curtsy on standing wasright over
the edge, its flamboyance made even more absurd by the oil blackening her palms and sireaking one leg
of her jeanswith adark tiger stripe.

"That's..."

"Risky?' Hani grinned at her cousin. "Everything interesting dwaysis," she said, adding. " Someone once
told methat."”

Zarablushed.



Switching her attention back to the Khedive, Hani's small face became serious. "Thisisfor you," shesaid
and untucked her T-shirt to pull along white envelope from her waistband. "Well, not for you exactly, but
youll see. . ."

The envelope she gave the Khedive came complete with oily thumbprint. 1t was only when Tewfik Pasha
held the envelope that he redlized it was made from bleached chamois.

Helooked at Hani.

"It arrived aweek ago," shelied. " Specia messenger. At night." She had intended to say that the
messenger came disguised as amotorcycle courier but decided this might be too much. "Uncle Ashraf
didn't say who brought it."

The Khedive lifted the flap carefully and extracted a sheet of fool scap that was surprisingly ordinary given
its sublime wrapping. He skimmed the letter. "Y ou've seen this?'

Thesmadl girl nodded apologeticaly.
Without aword, Tewfik Pashahanded the letter to Zara.

Raf was to undertake amission of the utmost danger and secrecy. No good-byes were to be said. No
one wasto betold. At the top of the page were the Sublime Porte's persona arms. At the foot ascribble
in purpleink.

"Raf showed you thisletter?' Zaraasked, her voiceflat.

"Yes, hedid." Hani blinked at the misery on the face of the woman opposite. "The Sultan'smy cousin,”
shesaid lamdy. "Adhraf Bey ismy uncle. It'sjust family Stuff . . . Everyonesmy cousin,” Hani added.
"Even him." Shejerked her chin a the Khedive, who stood shuffling from foot to foot, embarrassed to
see tearsthreatening to brim from Zaras eyes.

"I'm not," Zarasaid and stalked from the room, damming the gaa door behind her.

CHAPTER 19

Saturday 19th February
"In here."

The bar was narrow and smoky. Little more than alow vault hidden behind bead curtains at the rear of a
caféin one of the poorer sugs. The brick walls were windowless and the effect was to make those inside
fed they were below ground. A sensation heightened by the fact that the Street outside was a so roofed
over.

"Sit," someone said.
Raf sat.

From above, the roof of this part of the medinalooked like sand dunes frozen solid and painted white, or
giant worm casts under which hidden streets ran into each other or branched off only to meet again.
Scrawny weeds forced their way between cracked plaster, scrabbling an existence amid bird droppings,
ferd cats and rubbish that shop owners had carried up three flights of stairsto dump onto this bizarrely
beautiful moonscape.



Mostly the rubbish included bicycles and broken electric heaters, rusting cans of Celtica (a cheap beer
alowed on sale by the Emir because it upset the mullahs) and cardboard boxes gone soggy intherain
and dried into improbable angles.

Therewere other things. Stranger things.
None of this Raf yet knew.

"Why bring him here?' The boy spesaking wore a charcod-striped suit cut from Itdian slk, the only
person in the whole café not wearing ajellaba. His upper lip hid behind a new moustache while a Balkan
Sobranie dragged at hislower lip. Raf didiked Hassan on sight.

Sqgjjad shuffled hisfeet. "It seemed like. . ."

"It was," said adark man sat by thefar wadll. "Infact, in the circumstances, thisistheided place” And it
seemed to Raf that levels of significance resonated within the words; but then Raf wastired and filthy,
unshaven and ravenous from surviving on whét little food Sgjjad had been able to bring to the hut by the
signa box, so stripping meaning from obscurity was probably low on hisligt of taents.

There were no tables in the narrow room, only stone benches that ran down both sides and a shorter
bench againgt the far wall, where the dark man was sitting.

He was bald and muscle-bound, with the face of a street brawler and five gold hoopsin one ear.
Someone had smashed his nose years back and athough it had mended well there was atelltale scar at
the top of the bridge where flesh had ripped. He wore a rough woollen robe.

"How long have you had him?'

"Fivedays" Sgjad shrugged. "Maybe aweek."
"And no one saw you leave?'

Sajjad shook his head.

"Good," said the man. Pushing himself up off the bench he threaded hisway between people'sfeet and
stopped in front of Raf, dropping to a crouch so he could look straight into the newcomer's eyes.

It was all Raf could do to stare back.
"Welive, wedie, weliveagain,” said the man. "Always remember this"
There didn't seem to be much of an answer.

"And you arewelcome," the man added, bowing dightly. "My nameis Shibli. I've been looking forward
to meeting you."

"Right," said thefox.
Shibli nodded. "Right," he agreed and went back to his seet.

When aboy tapped Raf's shoulder, Raf thought he was being offered a plastic mouthpiece for the
glass-and-slver sheesa currently doing acircuit; but what the boy in the check shirt actualy held wasa
spliff, plump as a cockroach and aready sticky with tar.

"l don't..."



"Then gart,” said the boy, "you look like you need it.”

Watched by Sgjjad, the kid with the check shirt and the fat boy in the Italian suit, Raf dotted the spliff
between hisfirgt and second finger, cupped his hand and sucked at the gap between first finger and
thumb. Paper flared and transmuted to ash as half the roach vanished in one massive hit. He had their
attention now, Raf knew that.

All it ever took was smple and childish tricks.

He held the smokein hislungs as he counted himsdlf into darkness. On remand in Seettle where
everything wasfredy available and widely used, most of the dopeheads held down their swirl for a
minute or so but Raf could double that, which had to do with possessing more red blood cells or maybe
just better ones.

Three minutes after he'd taken the toke, with al eyes on him, he tossed out the dregs of his breath in one
whadikeblow . ..

(Therewaslittle Raf didn't know about cetacea . Not that he ever got to travel on the observation ships
with his mother. Although she never forgot to mention in interviews that she dwaystook with her a
photograph of her young son, or that the picture was by some photographer better known for naked
models and ageing rock stars.)

(The other thing she never forgot to mention was the time Norwegian commandos boarded SS Valhalla
outs de Spitzbergen and sheld had to hide two rolls of Kodachromein her vaginaand follow it with a
tampon. This, she reminded everyone, was the point she converted to digital photography.)

"Y ou done with that?"

Raf looked at the olive-skinned woman sat opposite. Given that every single café he'd seen on his short
walk through Souk El Katcherine had been filled only with men, her sex made her ararity.

"It'sobvious" she said, plucking the roach from hisfingers. "I'm alowed in because Jean-Marie, my
uncle, ownsthe café. Besides, I'm half-French so | don't know any better."

| sabeau Boulart had one of those ambiguous faces, angdicdly innocent from the front but dightly
dissolutein profile. A gap separated her front teeth and she had agold nose stud. Her chin was strong,
her lower lip narrower than the upper asif top and bottom didn't quite meet or match. Her figure looked
good, though, neat breasts pushing at a cotton top dightly too short to cover the soft curve of her tummy.

"Finished staring?"

Raf smiled blissfully and acrossthe room Sgjad laughed. "Primekif,” he said. "Idriesimportsit himsdif.
Guaranteed to take away your senses. . ."

"Yeah," said thewoman, "if you have any to gart with."

Idrieswas the boy in check shirt and jeans who'd handed Raf the roach. Somehow, in away Raf hadn't
yet worked out, Sgjjad was waiting for Idries agreement on something. And Raf was still just about
awake enough to know it concerned him.

"Whereareyou origindly from?" Idries voice was casud, unthreatening. Which was enough to make Raf
try to clear histhoughts.

“I'm,wdl .. ."



"You cantdl us," said Isabeau. It was hard to work out whether or not she was being sarcadtic.

"I don't know," Raf admitted finaly. "I've never known the answer to that question,” he added, when
| sabeau raised her eyebrows. "People ask and my mind goes empty.” It would have been easier to give
them the name of the village held told the soldier but that had gone out of his head.

"What was your father's name?" 1dries demanded.

"He doesn't know hisfather,” said Sgjad flatly. "And | saw him half kill amember of the mubahith . He's
oneof us"

Thefat boy inthe Itadlian suit kept hogging the sheesa and Shibli went on quietly Spping hishot mint tea
fromasmdl glass, but the others were listening and weatching, weighing up hiswords.

Waiting.

Thekif had doneitsjob if that wasto flood Ratf's brain with delta-9-tetrhydrocannabinol and make him
reved the truth. Something he'd be happy to do if only he could recognizeit.

"Where did your train come from?" asked |sabeau.

ThisRaf could handle.

"Ben Guerdane." He named atwo-horse town on the Jeffara plain in the shadow of Jebel Dahar, maybe
twenty klicks from the border with Tripolitana. Origindly the fox's plan, such asit was, had been to bus
the distance from Ben Guerdane to Kairouan, then take another to Tunis, but the night bus had aready
gone s0 Raf caught aloca train instead, buying histicket a one window, booking his cracked wooden
sedt a asecond and confirming the ticket he'd just bought at athird. The entire cost of histicket and seat
reservation was less than a cappuccino a Le Trianon.

"That'strue," Sgjjad nodded. "I saw it comein.”
"Where were you standing?' Hassan demanded.
"In the café overlooking the concourse. The one with the balcony.”

A place with afacade that could have been lifted straight from the Maraisin Paris and probably was. All
greentilesand glass. Aswell asawhole sprawl of red-roofed suburbs, the French had managed to build
acathedra, an Art Nouveau thegatre, an opera house and the Gare de Tunis by the timethe Emir's
great-grandfather threw them out of hiscity.

Raf was glad he could remember that.
"No other way onto the platform?* Shibli asked.
Sgjjad shook his head firmly.

"Okay," said Shibli, "so we assume he got off that train. Let's deal with the next point." He nodded to
Idries and told the boy to pass Raf the leather bag Sgjjad had lent to him.

"Openit," hesaid. So Raf did and pulled out the submachine gun. Someone, probably Sajjad, had
dotted the magazine back into place and without thinking Raf broke it down again. Separating clip from
chasss.

"How did you get this?"



Raf told his story for athird time. Sgjjad having been both the first and the second time.

"Didn't you redlize there would be mubahith and soldiers?' Shibli looked more puzzled than anything
dse

No, Raf could honestly say the thought never occurred to him. Police yes, in North Africathe police
were everywhere, but soldiers questioning every felah, khamme and Berber clansmanto climb froma
locd train . . . ? That was something else again.

"Okay," said Shibli, putting down histeaglass. "Let'stakethisfromthetop . . ." He smiled and for a solit
second it was possible to see the man held been. Someone whose hunger for meaning had taken him
through dl life had to offer and out into a stark stillness beyond.

"Do you want to keep the gun?'
Raf shook his head.

"Good . .." The Shibli held out his hand, looking puzzled when Raf made no attempt to hand over the
HK.

"Fingerprints,” Raf explained apologeticaly. Without redlly thinking about it, Raf freed acatch onthe sde
and dropped to his knees, field-stripping the HK on the dirty floor in front of him. When the wegpon was
reduced to barrdl, breech, stock and chassis, Raf reached behind him and took atiny bowl of olive ail
from I sabeau's plate without even asking.

Ripping astrip from the leg of his borrowed SBCF jumpsuit he soaked it in oil and wiped over the parts
infront of him. Asan afterthought Raf flipped the bullets from their magazine and rel oaded them, having
first made sure each was clean.

Thirty secondslater the gun was whole and the room wasin silence. Most of the expressions when Raf
looked up were unreadable.

"You origindly travelled from Egypt?'

Raf looked surprised.

"Thejedlabayou wore," said Shibli, "Sgjad said the pattern was Egyptian.”
"Not mine" Ref said.

"Meaning what?"

"l needed some clothes so | stole them.”

"And what were you wearing when you stole someone e se'sjdlaba?’

Raf thought back to hisblack Italian suit, white cotton shirt and red tie, the shades, his black shoesand
the gold cuff links Hamzah Effendi gave him for something he once did.

"Uniform,” said Ref findly. "I waswearing uniform.”

InTunis, asin many citiesaong the North African littora, salafi , those who followed a-Sdaf a-Sdlih,
the venerable forefathers talked about wer asif it were alwayswithin or between religions, but those with



eyes open knew it was between poverty and wedlth. Y et Shibli found it hard to blame them. Soviet kids
in particular cameto the city on holiday, UN sanctions or not, bringing their currency and worse
behaviour. Object lessonsin the fact that despite the words of the saints, humility and virtue did not
automaticaly bring materid reward.

And it was hard to explain to those with nothing, that compared to the rest of Europe the 'packers and
Soviet kids with their jeans and welird jackets were as poor as most Ifrigiyanswerein relation to the
Soviets.

Only those whose eyes were open could see these things.

"Who has marc ?' Shibli's question was so blunt that Idries mistimed his draw on the sheesha and
collapsed into afit of coughing; onethat lasted longer than strictly necessary as hetried to work out the
right answer. Inthe end, Idries did what he usualy did when faced with one of the Sufi's questions. Told
the truth without knowing if that was the right thing to do or not.

"l haveagmdl flask . . ."
Shibli held out hishand.

Spirits were prohibited in Tunis by tradition not law. Those who wanted to drink marc or armagnac
could go to acafé or visit the bar of abig hotel. The Emir's reasoning was smple. Those who wanted to
drink could while those who knew spiritsto be evil didn't need hislaw to tell them this. Besides, the
Sovietsdl drank heavily. In hisown way the Emir was avery pragmatic man.

Thiswasthe cause of hiswife's discontent. Or so it was said. Shibli didn't know if her son, Kashif Pasha,
aso believed what the old mullahstold his mother or if His Excellency was just using them asthey used
him. It was, as he'd once heard | sabeau say, abitch of acall. What was unquestionably true was that
most of the army believed, but then uniforms and absol utes seemed to go together, whether God willed
or not.

Hipping open Idries flask, Shibli took along swalow and felt cheap brandy burn histhroat on itsway
down. Seconds later it ignited his ssomach, which served him right for forgetting, once again, to eat
before leaving his madersa.

He drank to make a point. Whether any of the others had eyes open enough to understand his point was
their business. Offering the flask to Raf, he watched the man drain what was left and wipe his mouth with
the back of hishand. He did it without hesitation. Without the dightest thought of refusal.

An officer, Shibli decided, noticing soft fingers and unbroken nails. An officer who broke down agun like
any grunt. Onewho drank. An officer on therun. Or an infiltrator, an agent provocateur willing to bresk
sharialaw in the course of hisjob? A man who would need to be watched while he watched them . . .

"Who areyou realy?' Shibli's question was aimed at Raf but Sgjjad got in hisreply fird.
"A conscript, he said s0."

Which wasn't what the soldier had said at all, though Shibli let that pass. Taking another glance a the
drunken man in the orange jumpsuit, Shibli tried again. "What are you running from?" he asked.

"What have you got,” said Raf.

And fdl sdewaysoff hisstoal.



CHAPTER 20

Flashback

Per gutted supper with a swift cut, turning hisknife sideways to hook out the rat's intestines,
which tumbled onto the coals at his feet. Without pause, he sliced a ring around the neck of his
catch and tossed the blade aside to ease his fingers beneath the animal's skin, peeling it back like
aman turning a glove inside out. Only then did he answer the blond girl sitting in the dusk
opposite.

"Qurel'msure. . "
"It's safe to eat?"

Per nodded. "You'd be surprised what's safe if you cook it properly. You certain thisisn't arare
Species?"

Sally was.

When Per first returned with supper wriggling in his hand he'd asked Sally if his catch wasrare.
Snce therat was obvioudly still alive at this point Sally had assumed Per was trying to avoid
killing something endangered. Now she was beginning to wonder. The small stuff she knew, his
hatred of shoes, the fact the first thing he did each morning was retie his hair, and the raw scratch
marks across his back were definitely hers: but she still had little idea as yet of what was inside his
head. But then it was fair to say that Per had less than no idea of what wasin her own.

"Rosemary,” Per said, crumbling leaves under her nose. "And this one's fresh thyme.”

Sally had watched the snake-hipped Swede build a fire from brushwood, doing everything the way
Sally felt it should be done. First he dug a small pit and ringed it with stones collected from the
outcrop under which they camped. Raked a wide area around the pit with his fingers as a second
move, brushing aside anything that might flare like tinder. And filled the pit with twigs, arranged
by thickness as his third move. Spaghetti-thin in the middle, pencil-fat around that and fatter still
around the outside and over the top.

The flame came from an old lighter; so old she hadn't seen that kind before.

"Just petrol," said Per, noticing her interest. "Works even in a high wind." He did something
vaguely obscene with the chrome circle at the top of the lighter and Sally realized he was jacking
it up and down like a metal foreskin. "Belonged to my grandfather,” he said proudly.

"And you still useit?"
"Why not?" said Per. "It still works."

Sally smiled. He was an odd mix. A car nivorous technopagan who thought modern war inherently
immoral but happily believed killing to be a hardwired human reaction, if only on a personal level.
As for global politics, genetics and the other stuff that really interested Sally, they hadn't even
begun to go there. The only thing that really fired Per was history and old ruins.

"What are you thinking?" His voice studiedly casual, borderline curious. Something about her
obviously fascinated him and Sally had yet to work out what. Leaving aside the obvious.



"That you're a good fuck . . ."
Per grinned. "And you're a good judge of these things?"
"You're not?"

Sill grinning the boy put hislighter to the kindling and they both watched flame catch. An
immediate helix of twisted vision ruptured the air between them. There was no smoke to disturb
the summer sky, only a spiral of heat haze. Sally was impressed by that.

They could have got off at Gabes but Sally wanted a bank and knew, because she'd already
checked, that Coutts & Co. (Tunis) kept a branch where Avenue de Carthage intersected with
Avenue de Paris.

So she made Per ook after her luggage in a café across the road while she sauntered into one of
those grey-stoned colonial mansions with sash windows, bay trees at the door and
industrial-strength air-conditioning and banged her chequebook on the counter, which was Italian
horsehair marble, obviously enough.

The florid young man who glanced up looked first at Sally's tatty chequebook and only then at the
blond foreigner and Sally was glad it was that way round. The five minutes she'd spent cleaning
up in the thin trickle of water extracted from an ablutions hose in the café 100 had done little but
smear dust across her sunburned face. Dirt still grimed her arms and Sally's hair was a mess
under her scarf. Although Sally had to admit that tying back her hair helped make her look local.

"Madame?"

"Mademoiselle," Sally corrected without thinking. Mademoiselle it was and mademoiselle was the
way it was going to stay. She'd seen the price her mother had to pay for security and that was just
too high.

"I'd like to check my account.”

Sally pushed her book to Kaysar Aziz and watched him flick back its cover and discreetly check
the laser-stamped photograph embossed on the inside. Equally discreetly, Aziz fanned a dozen of
the most recent stubs. The amounts scrawled in a variety of cheap pens got smaller each time.

"If you could just wait here." He vanished through an oak door to check her balance, something
he could have done quicker by flicking alive a flatscreen angled into the countertop. Thiswas
discretion apparently.

She knew the answer the moment Kaysar reappeared, long before he had time or need to frame
hisreply.

"Empty?"

"I'msorry..."

Sally shrugged. "Not your problem if my father'sa prick.”
His blink was lightning-fast.

"Cancelled,"” Sally explained. "Until | come home. He's been threatening it for months. Now he
has. .. You got a loo round here?"



Aziz |ooked blank.
"Toilet,” Sally said. "Which way?"

Rinsing her hands to wash off the soap, Sally started on her face and realized, too late, that she
was splashing water down her front. The decision made itself. Unwrapping her scarf she shoved it
into the pocket of her jeans and pulled her damp T-shirt over her head, revealing bite marks
below one breast and a barbed-wire tattoo round her upper left arm. The tattoo was a mistake, an
old one. The jury was still out on the navel stud and the gold dumbbell through her left nipple.

The body of an animal, Wu Yung had said, and that was when Sally knew she'd finally outgrown
him. The old man meant lean and muscled like a predator but he'd missed the essential truth.
What he thought was a compliment was merely a statement of the obvious. And the fact Wu Yung
never realized this disappointed her. She was an animal aswas he, as were Bozo and Atal, that
overprivileged, underchallenged little idiot with his kangaroo-skin shoes.

Homo sapiens. One point three percent off being a chimpanzee. A species outside evolution and
serioudly in need of an overhaul.

Slly sighed.

When she'd wrung out as much water from her hair as she could Sally wrapped it still damp in her
scarf, splashed cologne onto her breasts from a bottle on a glass shelf above the basin, struggled
back into her T-shirt and turned to go. That was when she noticed an elderly Arab woman sitting
inan alcove.

Gazes met and held, pale blue and darkest brown and Sally nodded, shrugging off the lack of a
nod in return.

To make a point she left her last USdollar in the saucer by the door.

"Well, that went perfectly,” Sally announced as she slumped into the chair opposite Per and
reached for her Leica.

"You got your money?"

"Yeah." Sally picked up the dregs of Per's espresso and downed it in a single gulp. "Every last
penny in my account.”

"What now?" Per asked.

"We go our separate ways | guess.”

"And your way is where?"

"Into the desert."

Per smiled. "You've been practising that,” he said.
"Practising what?" Sally demanded, her puzzement real.

"That line," said Per, brushing aside his floppy hair. He put one hand to his pale eyes to shade out
a sun already kept at bay by a café umbrella and pretended to peer into the far distance.



"Searching for your famous weasel ?"

Sally nodded and Per laughed.

"I don't believe you," he said. "Not even an Englishwoman chases into the desert after a weasel."
"I do," said Sally. "Chasing thingsis how you find them."

"But they're not evenrare," Per protested. "I know, | looked them up." He pulled a battered
Nokia from his rucksack and flipped up the number pad to reveal a foldout keyboard and pop-up
screen. "So what are you really after?"

"Really?"
Per nodded.

"Lions," said Sally, smiling at his expression. "Barbary lions. The kind that ate Christians in the
Roman circus.”

"What do they look like?"

"Much like this," Sally said and she pulled a tatty newspaper clipping from the back of her wallet.
It showed a lion cub so pale it almost looked grey. "The last known Barbary lion was shot in
Morocco eighty years ago.”

"So how are you going to find one?"

"By looking," Sally said flatly. "There've been rumours for yearsthat a pair exist in captivity at a
private zoo."

"Whose?"

Sally smiled. "The Emir's own," she said. " Apparently he sees nobody, but | think he might see
me. He's partial to single blondes.. . ." She tapped quote marks either side of the words, stressing
theirony.

"You want company?"

Sally was about to point out the contradiction between what she'd just said and his question when
she noticed the local newspaper tucked into the side pocket of Per's rucksack. It was folded open
towards the back and she could just about see the small-ad headings from where she sat, not that
she needed to. The boxed-out advertisement for Hertz told her all she needed to know.

"You're going to hirea car?"
"Too expensive," said Per. "I'll buy one."
"This works out cheaper?"

"Depends what | buy. Get a Mahari and it'll run like clockwork, Soviet clockwork . . .
Four-cylinder, two-stroke, made in Portugal," he added, seeing Sally's blank |ook.

"And that runslike. . ."

"It was a joke," he said patiently. "Maharis break down daily but even a child can mend them.



What | actually want is a Jeep." Tossing the paper across, Per said, "Take a look.” He'd ringed
three possibles and put lines through two of those. "Too old," he said, jerking his head towards
the first one. "And the other's too expensive. The last one |ooks okay though.”

As she expected the price was substantially more than Sally had. "You off to seeit now?" she
asked hopefully.

"I wish." Per shook his head. "I called and the first time they can do is ten o'clock tomorrow.
Which means finding somewhere for the night.”

"Not a problem,” said Sally. "There were a dozen guesthouses near Gare de Tunis. We can try
there." And so they did, although they ended up with separate rooms because the woman behind
the desk refused to rent them a double. She did this through the simple expedient of refusing to
under stand what Sally and Per were asking for.

One roomwas under the roof of a narrow four-storey guesthouse that advertised itself as L'Hotel
Carthage, the other on the second floor, up a flight of stairs from the reception area. Both looked
onto a narrow side street parked with cars but only the lower one had a shower and loo. Sally
chose the roof because her window had a better view. That was what she told Per anyway, in fact
the main thing her room had going for it was being a third cheaper than the room Per took.

"You want to go eat?"

"Not really hungry," said Sally. "Although you could always pick up a bottle of red if you go out.”
She watched Per nod and smiled to herself. Now she had a reason to drop by hisroom later if that
was the route she decided to take; it would be, but Sally was planning to spend an hour or two
fooling herself first.

CHAPTER 21

Tueday 22nd February

Empirical evidence proved that dtting quietly in front of a haf-eaten croissant could keep awaiter
from Le Trianon at bay for half an hour. The secret was not to run over thirty minutes. Doing so resulted
in someone coming to ask if there was a problem with the food.

Opening her lgptop, Hani called up a photograph and stripped off yesterday's additions, starting again.
Theforeigner's strange shirt was replaced with a new scoop-neck top, her hair made presentable
courtesy of digiGloss, which billed itsalf as the software makeup experts used. Hani had downloaded a
fourteen-day trial version of thisand afreeware version of Wardrobe v3.1 from ateen sStein Kansas
City.

Her uncle was missing, check.

Khartoum knew why but wouldn't say, check.

And check Zaramoping about in the gaa like some consumptive. Merde and merde again, asZara
herself would say. Hani took alarge bite from her croissant and chewed hard. Y esterday sheld come
across the woman gitting by the small fountain in the gaa reading Rumi. If thiswas asde effect of love
then. ..

Hani sucked her tecth.



"Iseverything al right?' Thewaiter who materidized beside her table looked worried, hiseyesflicking
from the child'sfaceto her plate.

"The croissant isddicious," Hani said firmly, "and | don't need another coffee. But actudly | do need to
seethemaitred' . . . to borrow apen,” Hani added, when the man looked worried. Sipping down from
her chair, she strolled through the terrace door into Le Trianon and headed for the elderly person
standing at asmal lectern, leafing through areservations book.

"Problems?' Hani asked politely.

"Nothing serious.” Thethin Italian smiled at her. " A double booking for the same cover . . ." He nodded
to atable for Sx beneath amura, the one decorated with adancing girl in jewelled dippers and awisp of
cloth. "Sometimes| just think it would be easier to do everything mysdif."

"Itis" said Hani, raising thelip on her notebook and hitting ahot key. 1t would have been obvious even
to someone less versed in the ways of Lady Hanaa-Mansur that the child was hovering on the edge of a
question.

"What isit?' the maitre d' said and kept his smilein place to stop the girl from being anxious. "Y ou can

Hani held up her pink plastic notebook. "My uncleéson amission,” she said serioudy. A flick of her eyes
around the dmost empty café found it safe to talk. Her look swift, ingtinctive and enough to convince the
man that Hani believed what she said. And why not . . . ? Everyone had heard the rumours that her uncle
Adhraf Bey wasin the direct employ of the sultan in Stambul.

"A misson?'
"Secret," said Hani. "Very secret.”

Not being too sure how eseto proceed, Hani thrust the screen at the man. "'l have to find thiswoman,”
she said and watched his eyes. Glad that he didn't like the look of her either. "To deliver amessage.”

"Thismessageisfrom His Excellency?'
Hani shook her head and l€ft it at thet.

"l seg" said thethin Itdian, visons of the Khedive using his young cousin to pass secret messagesto
unsuitable foreignersflicking through his head. Or maybe it was Hamzah Effendi, because rumours had
theindudtridist quietly financing areturn to power for Saiid Koenig Pasha.

"Thethingis,” Hani began. "I waswondering if shed ever egten here?

"| forgot to giveyou this. . ." Hani held out the pen.

"Thank you." The maitre d' smiled. It was only after she'd dipped away the previous afternoon that he
redlized Lady Hanahad taken his slver Mont Blanc with her. He should have known sheld return it just
as soon as sheredlized.

"A parcel camefor your uncle.”

"l know," said Hani, "I'm hereto collect it."



The maitred' looked doubtful.

"It'swrapped in brown paper,” said Hani. "Madame Ingrid brought it down this morning. Gaveit to you
hersdf."

At least Hani imagined that was what had happened. Sheld been very specific in her ingtructionsto the
bank. His Excellency needed the money wrapped in paper and delivered to his office. The parcel wasto
be given only to Madame Ingrid. The note Hani sent to Madame Ingrid on her uncle's behaf was actualy
apostcard taken from abox in her dead aunt's old room. The card's surface was waxy, ivory rather than
white. Across one Side, at the top, ran the words, al-Mansur Madersa, Rue Sherif, El Iskandryia. That
alone must be enough to make the card an antique, since the door onto Rue Sherif had been walled up
for...

Hani wasn't sure, but ages anyway. And it had only been unbricked after Aunt Nafisadied. Shedd risked
using her printer to fake Uncle Asraf's Signature on this, because she was pretty certain Madame Ingrid
wouldn't be feeding the card through any machine. All the woman would do was what she wastold,
which was ddiver any parcel |eft at C3 sraight to the maitred' at Le Trianon.

It was a smooth-flowing, perfect circle of transferred responsihility.
Hani held out her hand.

"The parcd'sin my office," said the maitre d' and Hani nodded wisdly, athough she hadn't even known
the Itdian had an office. "Why don't | have someone bring you a cappuccino while | fetch it?"

Hani did her best not to sigh.

CHAPTER 22

Wednesday 23rd February

Mubahith camelooking for Raf. At least they didaccor dingto Isabeau. But this Raf only found out
later, and first there was another shift to get through. His seventh in three days. Two scraping dishes, one
suds diving, three prepping vegetables and now this.

"Morefire. . ."Chef Antonio skimmed the hot chicken breasts across his kitchen, one after the other
and acommis chef ducked.

It was inevitable the new broiler man should fumble the catch. If only because he had two hands and
there were five flying breasts of chicken. But he caught three and won $20 for Idrieswho'd bet Raf
would catch more than he dropped.

"Oweyou," Idriestold him.

The kitchens a Café Antonio were thick with steam. The floor dippery. A radio spat railPunk and the
only thing louder than the fury of Cheb Dread wasthe chef'svoice.

"Burnit," Antonio snarled. "Blackened chicken needsto be fucking blackened ." With ascowl he swung
round, gearing up to persecute somebody else.

Out of thefat chef's sight Raf grabbed a hand towe and began to wipe off hisfumbled catches.

"Run them under atap,” Idries said over his shoulder.



So Raf did, then tossed the five chicken breasts back into oil and smoking butter. Sixty seconds later,
having seared both sidesto charcod againgt the pan's heavy bottom he scooped them out, rolled them on
cheap kitchen paper and dumped them back on a plate.

"Ready," he shouted and discovered the plate was already gone.
"Swordfishtwo,” camethe cry from ateller, "and let's hustle, tagine three.”

The tagine would be lamb because that was the only kind Café Antonio served. Lamb tagine, blackened
chicken and pan-seared swordfish, those were Antonio's bows to ethnic cookery; and if the Soviet kids
with their rucksacks and cheap condoms didn't know that tagine came via Morocco, the chicken
courtesy of the Caribbean and the swordfish recipe from Malta then Antonio wasn't about to tell them.
Hisingredientswerelocal, mostly . . . The fish caught by boats from Odessa and frozen on-gte. When
the Soviet crews docked at Tunis, which wasrarely, Antonio would be waiting, ready to cometo an
agreemen.

The captain would egt freefor his entire stay, much vodkawould be drunk and one or maybe two sides
of frozen swordfish would go missing.

Other than these dishes Café Antonio served pizzaand that was al. Antonio pushed the pizza because he
was from Naples after al, and his staff adso pushed pizza, whatever their nationdity, because that's what
they were told to do. Pizzawas good to eat, quick to cook and the markup was excellent; the other
dishestook moretime, cost more to make and irritated Antonio with their inauthenticity.

"So why servethem?’
Idries shrugged. "Have you seen thered thing?”

Apparently Antonio needed the ethnic dishes for the kind of tourists who thought they wanted to eet local
food but never did when actudly presented with lumps of goat heart, fatty lamb till on the bone or fish
that scowled back from the plate.

"Swordfish three."
"Got it," said Raf and reached for adish, redizing suddenly that it wasempty. "I'm .. ."

"Fucking amateur,” said adark boy, dumping apile of swordfish by Raf's station. He was wearing check
trousers and clogs, awhite jacket and a scarf to keep curling hair out of hiseyes; only hisgrin removed
gting from the words. "Next time, call me before you get eighty-six." They both knew the boy should
have got therefird.

A quick flick with ablade to free a stesk from the frozen stack and Raf rattled it, still hard, onto the
griddle, following it with a second and athird. Ninety seconds later the fish was seared.

"Chicken, firefive." Antonio grabbed aticket from ateller he felt was working too dowly and shouted
out the orders, hanging each yellow dip from apeg when the list was done.

"Comeon," hehowled a Raf. "What are you waiting for?'

Fallout from the ail that hissed in his pan worried Raf not at al. Hed assigned the pain to colours, running
the rainbow according to intensity and length. Most of his double shifts sped by in alow-levd intensity of
blue with the occasiond flashes of purple.

Already hiswrigts were freckled with tiny burnsand hisfirst finger raw from pressng down on aknife.



There would be real calusesater, | sabeau had explained to Raf the day before, turning over her own
hands. Somehow he'd felt the need to check and then, holding her hands, had not known how to give
them back.

Which, obvioudy enough, was the point Hassan dammed into the cold locker. And the sudden snatch of
her fingers had looked like guilt to dl of them.

"Chicken," Raf shouted and scooped blackened breasts onto kitchen paper, rolled them over, then
dumped them into a heated dish. Someone ese would dress the plates. Glancing over to the hatch to see
what other orders were headed hisway Raf found the teller leaning against the wall, acigarette ready for

lighting.
A redheaded Austrdian waitress with aflour handprint on her behind was scowling as she dusted the

ghostly fingersfrom black jeans. Raf looked round for anybody with an answering print on their face but
al he got was Hassan looking smug.

Thelast order had just been served. Wind-down could begin.

Café Antonio had ashower room in the basement. This saved the gaff from having to climb fiveflightsto
their dormin the attic. Unfortunately there was only one shower and both sexes worked the kitchen, so it
aternated asto who got to useit first.

But today that didn't matter because | sabeau was doing amorning shift at Maison Hafsd, the Australian
waitress refused to wash at al, something about natural oils and the Bosnian dishwasher and the onewho
wore tights but no knickers had resigned yesterday, shortly after Raf was promoted to work the broiler
instead of her.

"Cdll for you," said apearl diver, soap suds still gloved down both wrists. He held the dripping phonein
one hand, aplate in the other and was looking at Idries.

"Tdl themto fuck off,"” Antonio ordered. "Were going drinking.”
"I think you should takeit," the boy said to Idries, very carefully not looking at the chef.
"It won't takeaminute," Idries promised as Antonio scowled.

Afternoon sessions were banned unless the chef suggested them. In the three days held been working
double shifts Raf had discovered adozen such rules. Spoken and unspoken. Along with aweb of
loyalties, pragmetic friendships and dliances, feuds that smmered below the surface and afew that didn't.
All ingtitutions were the same and few places came more ingtitutiond than arestaurant kitchen.

Smdll wonder Raf fdt at home.
Over a the vidphone Idrieswas talking intently. His body hunched around the phonein his hand.

"Timesup," said Antonio. Hisvoice hard. A tumbler of cooking brandy away from developing a
dangerous edge.

"It's Isabeau," Idries said over his shoulder. "She needsto tak to Raf."

"You like snakes?" |sabeau’'s voice was neutra. All the same Raf knew it was aloaded question because



he'd sensed her distance grow as he went from one dirty window to the next, matching labelsto the
reptilesinsde. By the time they'd reached the third row she barely bothered to glance into the cases a
dl.

Shewaslost somewhereinsde hersdf. Armsfolded across her front. Shoulders hunched as she walked
beside him. Dressed in what looked like new jeans and apink T-shirt with three-quarter-length deeves.
A blue scarf hid her face.

If Raf hadn't known better he'd have said she was afraid.

Maybe he was meant to have reacted more to her news. That strange men were searching for him. At
least, they were searching for someone. A soldier on the run. Only, Raf knew there was no soldier, was
there. ..

Or if therewasit wasn't him.

"Putit thisway," said Raf. " Snakes remind me of my childhood.” Absentmindedly diding his hand into the
pocket of hisown jeansto touch the memento Eugenie had given him, Raf added, "Y ou could cdl it a
family interes.”

His mother had once shot a seriesin the Amazon with the working title Good Shakes Gone Bad ,
probably for the Discovery Channel. It became Renegade Reptiles and paid lessthan zilch and took
eight months out of her life. She came back with dysentery, ringworm, different colour hair and a
brooding Brazilian boy who lasted two monthsin New Y ork before demanding aticket home.

Before this was footage for Channel5 involving a python and a naked baby, taken using a table-mounted
Sanyo with remote control, so she could dso bein shot. A thin woman in her early twenties,
bare-breasted and with hennaed toes on a Berber rug beside the snake and child. Because she showed
no fear of the reptile, the infant showed no fear and because the infant lacked fear it yanked happily at the
deepy python, digging smal fingersinto snake flesh and pushing the python around like atoy.

When thisdidn't dicit aresponse, the child dragged aheavy cail to its mouth and tried to chew its
leatherlike skin. Findly theinfant got bored and crawled out of shot, leaving the woman smiling into the
camera.

A fifteen-second snip later got used for acampaign sdlling lifeinsurance.
It was years before Raf redlized the child was he.

"But do you like them?" | sabeau ingsted.

Raf shook his head.

"Then why suggest we meet here?'

"Youwantedto talk . . ."

She would age, Raf redlized as he watched her frown. Her compact body would fill out and her face
acquirelines. That residua puppy fat on her arms would become less puppyish, more obvious, her looks
would go and bresstslose their battle with gravity. She would put on weight and grow old, something the
fox once promised would never happen to him.

"Sometimes," said Raf. "l get voicesthat tell mewhat todo. . ."



Or maybe that was invent ? Raf was uncertain. For aslong as he could remember there had been a
fracture between mind and body, observed and observer. A rupture of identity that kept him distanced
from himsdlf, often thinking of himsdlf as he. What if thefox wasright and it didn't exist . . . If hismemory
wasn't as perfect as he pretended?

What if hewasjust running away?

| sabeau stared back. Worried but not frightened, not yet.
"And these voicestold you to ook at snakes?!

"Actudly," Raf'ssmilewasrueful, "'l think that wasmy idea”

"Your..." And after asecond | sabeau dmost smiled back. It was anervous smile but it lifted her face
and bled some of the anxiety from her eyes.

"Thesevoices?'

"Oncetherewas afox,” said Raf, staring into a darkened case. "A dangerous and deadly ghost. Always
waiting, dwaysthere." On the other sde of thefilthy glass a bootlace tasted the air with asullen tongue.
Around its nogtrils splashed colours that no human eye could see. Knowledge Raf could tell 1sabeau or
keep to himsdlf. "And then it wasn't.”

"What happened?’

Raf looked at her. There were no colours hidden in her face. Nothing Isabeau couldn't seein her own
reflection.

"Tothefox?'
She nodded.
"Someone repaired the bloody thing . . ."

Hammered into agrassy bank between the ring road and the main fence surrounding the zoo were
ename signs every hundred paces or so, to warn visitors not to climb over. A crude silhouette of awolf
reinforced that message.

At the bottom of the track stood metal gates and on the far sde of those, just before amain road, wasa
nest ornamental lake crowded with wading birds and waterfowl. Around the edge strolled what looked
like smart Tunis. Girlswalking hand in hand and young men with their arms around each other's shoulders
in expressions of friendship that could only have been politica back in Sesttle.

A small wading bird with clockwork legs and a blue bottom raced across damp concrete and plopped
into the lake, bobbing beneath the spray of afountain onitsway towards atiny idand in the middle. The
concrete was damp because the fountain plumed straight out of the water and every gust of wind carried
fine droplets towards the shore.

The scenewas Sckeningly normal.

"Let me buy you a coffee.” Raf hodded to alow café acrossthe lake, its tables almost as crowded asthe
paths. "Then you can tell me about Maison Hafsd and who these men were who came looking for me. .

Inreply, Isabeau glanced at her wridt.



"Y ou need to be somewhere ds2?'

| sabeau looked suddenly embarrassed, even dightly panicked; ablush suffusing her face. "No," she said
hagtily, "being hereisgood.” They finished the roll in slence. Only thistime it wasaquieter, lessstrained
slence and could dmost passfor friendship if not for the anxious glances she kept throwing in Raf's
direction.

All that changed when Raf saw a child feeding bread to a duck. No one held ever seen before. Just agirl
of about nine wearing a headscarf and feeding cruststo aduck so full it could barely waddle. She had
long hair, tied back, white sneakers and chegp dark glasses that kept diding down her nose. So wrapped
up was shein watching the duck that the rest of the world might aswell have not existed . . .

"Raf," said Isabeau. Shewas pulling a hisarm.
"What?'
"What are the voices saying?' Worried eyes watched him. "And why are you staring at that child?'

"No reason,” said Raf. And was shocked to discover he was crying.

"Y ou missyour kid?" |sabeau demanded when the waiter had gone.
Raf put down his coffee, thought about it . . . "Yes," he admitted finally.
"Because he liveswith his mother?!

"She," Raf corrected, "and | think her mother's dead.”

"Youthink . . ." Isabeau tried hard not to be shocked. Divorce was more common in Ifrigiyathanin
other North African countries. But not in theway it wasin the West. All the same, | sabeau obvioudy
figured she'd know if a person sheld married was dive or not.

"You were married to her mother?"

"I've never been married,” Raf said. "Although | was engaged once but that wasto someone else” He
caught Isabeau’'s expression and smiled. "It'samessy story,” he said.

"They usudly are." Glancing round the café terrace with its noisy children and couplesreaxing after a
groll in Jardin Belvedere, she shrugged. "Y ou don't haveto tell methat." When |sabeau spoke again it
was to ask a question that appeared to have been troubling her. Her voice was hesitant, asif 1sabeau
was uncertain of the wisdom of asking.

"Y ou're not redly who you say you are, are you? If you know what | mean. . ."

Insde Raf's head the other Raf grinned, al teeth and no smile. " Okay," it said smoothly, "answer that
and stay human.”

Raf couldn't. Which he guessed was Tiri's point.

The capuchin was milky, camein glass mugs and had a scum of thin froth across the top. Raf promptly
embarrassed himsdf by mishearing the price and blithely handing the waiter anote roughly equivaent to
U$5, agood portion of Raf's wages for that week.



"Does Y our Excdlency have anything smaler?’ It was obvious the old man thought Raf wastrying to
impress | sabeaul.

Raf shook hishead. "Wednesday's payday,” he said. "That'show | wasgivenit."
"Must beagood job."

"Kitchen work, seven shiftsinarow,” Raf said wryly and saw rather than heard the old man suck his
teeth.

"Nosogood. .. I'll get you change.”

A dozen grubby notes and afistful of change, some of it old enough to beredl, arrived on a chipped
saucer, while Raf and Isabeau sat at their table and watched two toddlers, an old man wearing ared felt
chechia and a young woman cross the wooden bridge leading from the gates of Jardin Belvedere over a
narrow strip of lake to where Isabeau and Raf sat nursing warm coffees.

At Raf's end stood a camera crew trying to film two laughing girlsin red headscarves, amstight around
each other'swaists as they strolled across the same bridge, but every time the girls got halfway some
toddler would run into the shot or a passing family would halt and stare. Once, an old woman halted the
two girlsjust asthey reached the café end of the bridge. She wanted to ask them thetime.

"Who arethey?'

| sabeau snorted. "Now | know you don't come from around here," she said and named afamous
Tunisian sogp that had been running for eighteen years. "They've been friends since before kindergarten,”
| sabeau explained. "But their fathers have hated each other ever since Jasmine's father had Natasha's
mother'skiosk at Gare de Tunistorn down because she hadn't applied for atobacco-sdlers permit. So
now they have to meet in secret.”

"Arethey lovers?'
| sabeau’'s eyes went wide. " Such things don't happen in Ifrigiya. Especialy ontelevison.”
"Don't happen or aren't talked about?'

"Both," said Isabeau. And for amoment Raf was |ooking through a broken window into the darkened
basement of her soul.

"Sowhy the fear?' Raf asked.

Part of Isabeau obvioudy wanted to ask what fear? And for asecond, Raf was afraid she might just get
up and walk away. Instead she sipped at cold coffee and watched two twenty-three-year-old actresses
pretend to be fifteen.

"In America," Raf said, "they'd close this café, hire extrasto drink coloured water and have police tape
off the road both sides of the gate. Everything would be donein one shot . . . The only people alowed
near that bridge would be the actresses and the crew. And if the actresses decided to fuck each other it
would be out of boredom."

"Y ou've been to America?' |sabeau sounded dishelieving.
"Once," said Raf. "Y ears back. When | thought | was somebody else.”
"Why tdl methis?'



"Because | can?"

"And | can't tell anybody." Isabeau nodded, asif that was obvious. "Without you telling them about me. .
" Her voice was thoughtful.

"So Hassan doesn't know?"

"Hassan!" Raf could almogt taste her irritation. " Oh, Hassan wantsto marry me, dl right. So he can get
his hands on my quarter of the café." It took a second for Raf to work out that |1sabeau meant the smoky
tunnel in Souk El Katcherine where held first met Idries. "That won't be happening . . ."

"You dready havealover?'

The broken window was ingtantly back. The room inside darker than ever. As black asthose places
wherethe fox hid. In the days before Raf finally accepted that the fox was him.

"Okay," Ref sad. "No lover.”

"No," Isabeau agreed. On the far side of the bridge the camera crew began packing equipment into a
white van, faces relieved; and both the actresses now sat in an old green Lincoln that waited to pull out
into traffic, watched by acrowd of schoolchildren.

"What about you?" |sabeau asked, her eyes never leaving the car.

What indeed. Any answer Raf might be prepared to give was aborted by a sudden buzz from I sabeau's
bag.

"Itsme," she said, having reached for achegp cdl phone. "What?'

The answer froze | sabeau’'s expression. One second, she was watching adistant schoolgirl with barelegs
and checked dress; the next blood drained from I sabeau's cheeks and her mouth went dack. Spiraling
adrenergic hormones. Textbook shock.

She turned off the Nokia without saying another word.
"l haveto go." Eyes unfocused.

"Go where?' said Raf. And when Isabeau didn't answer he reached forward to take the cell phone from
unresisting fingersand put it back in her bag. Without thinking he dso wiped afingertip of sweet from her
forehead and absentmindedly licked it. Shocked and scared , the Raf insde Raf decided, been
there/done that/probably about to do it again.

"Youintrouble?' Stupid question redly.

"I haveto go." Metal scraped on concrete as | sabeau pushed back her chair and three tables away
people winced. "My brother, Pascd . . ."

"Il comewithyou," sad Raf.
She shook her head.

Raf sghed. "Whatever itis," hesaid. "I can help. And if you'reredly in trouble, then acoupleisless easy
to spot than asingle girl inacity likethis." His nod took in the café crowd and the busy sdewalk on the
other sde of the bridge.



"How can | trust you?" Isabeau demanded. "And how do | know you are who you say you are?"

"Youdont," said Raf. "And I'm not." He tossed some change onto their table for the waiter and gripped
Isabeau's hand, refusing to let her pull free. "Smile asyou walk away," Raf ordered, and |sabeau'sface
twisted in misary.

Halfway acrossthe little bridge he made her stop to watch awaterbird swim benegath their feet, take a
last look round the lake and then gtroll arm in arm with him towards the gates. On the way out, Raf
bought aloose bag of cookiesfrom atal. They were swest to the point of sickness and warm from
being on display.

CHAPTER 23

Wednesday 23rd February

"1 wonder if you could help . .." Hani'svoice was politebut firm. Asif she regularly wandered done
asevening fell, trawling expengive Itdian boutiques on Rue Faransa, a street once famousfor its Victorian
brothels and opium dens.

"A dress?' Returning Hani's demand with aquestion was al the sticklike owner could manage. Backed
up insde Madame Fitmah's head were certainly adozen other, infinitely more important questions,
garting with how wasthis child planning to pay and ending with what should she, Madame Fitmah, cal
the smdl girl Ssnce madame was obvioudy out of the question?

"I've got cash," said Hani, yanking aroll of dollars from her fleece pocket. "And you can cal me
mademoiselle ." She grinned at Madame Fitmah's blossoming shock and nodded towards an antique
brasstill inlaid with slver and bronze, dthough the mechanism was gtrictly dectronic. "Y ou glanced a
that," Hani explained, "then you looked a me and seemed puzzled.”

"Mademoiselle?"

Hani nodded. "And I've got cash," she stressed, holding out theroll of US dollars, but till the woman
looked doubtful.

El 1k was, by the sandards of North Africa, surprisingly libera initsapproach to life. In part thiswas
dueto its status as a fregport and, in part, to the fact that liberalism had been General Koenig Pashas
only defence againg creeping fundamentalism. True, awoman till couldn't inherit property, hold ajob
without the consent of her father or husband, drive done on Fridays or initiate adivorce; but she could
own acredit card and was ligble for any debt sheincurred. Unlike, say, Riyadh or Algiers, whereall a
man had to do was repudiate hiswife's right to incur debt and no court would enforce an order.

Children were different, obvioudy enough. In Iskandryia, boys were considered respons ble from the age
of fourteen; for girlsthe age was twenty-one. Although where marriage was concerned the differentia
reversed. Then the legal age was fourteen for the girl and sixteen for aboy.

Evenif Hani had possessed a credit card, Madame Fitmah would have been unwilling to sell her anything
without an adult present to countersign the dip. Cash on the other hand . . .

"What kind of dress?'

"Gold," said Hani. "Thin asthe wings of aGreat Admira butterfly, with pearls around the neck and
deeves seeded with emerads.”



"I'm not sureweve. . ." Theltalian woman looked round at sted shelveslining her haut minimaliste
boutique. A shop spacetdler than it was wide. And when she shrugged apologetically her scarlet
Versace dress creased at the shoulders. "1 doubt if anyone'sever . . ."

Hani sighed and the gown that Scheherazade wore on the last of her one thousand and one nights
crumbled in her imagination and was gone,

"Show mewhat you've got," said Hani and sounded so like Zarathat she tagged on ahurried please,
before climbing onto a chrome-and-glass chair to position hersalf so that she stared at ared flower
painted on the far wall, her spinerigid and legs bent at the knee. A move that would do more than cash
could to convince Madame Fitmah the child belonged in her boutique.

"Y ou've been measured before.”

"Oh," Hani smiled sweetly. "I'm dways being measured.” And so shewas, against the edge of adoor in
the kitchen by Donna, who took a fresh measurement every month and wrote the date againgt it.
Although obvioudy thiswasn't what the woman meant.

"But you don't have your card . . . 7'

"I've grown," Hani told the woman. She sounded ridiculoudy smug about this, asif the growth spurt had
been down to her and not to nature. That wasn't the real reason Hani had |eft her card behind, of course.
The one she'd had done with Zara featured Hani's name and address encoded on the chip.

The scanner was silent asit passed through the smal girl'sfleece, T-shirt and jeansto map the skin
beneath, then looked through skin to the bones and measured those aswell. Any clothes cut to measure
would fit perfectly but Hani was too impatient to wait so Madame Fitmah matched her measurementsto
an inventory of stock.

"I'm sorry," the owner began to say and stopped as the face of the child in front of her immediately
dissolved into tears. Half asecond later and the grief was gone, pulled back into glistening eyesand a
trembling mouth. A second after that and Hani's face was nestly composed.

"I'm sorry to have troubled you," Hani said as she dipped from the chair. Pushing her bundle of dollars
back into a fleece pocket, she headed for the door.

"Wait." Madame Fitmah stood beside a screen, scrolling down thelist. *I'm sure we can adapt
something. Isthisfor aspecid occason?

"Ohyes" said Hani. "One of my cousinsishaving aparty for his parents.”

CHAPTER 24

Wednesday 23rd February

" Next time," Chef Antonio'svoicewasflat, " | sell your assto my nephew Hassan, who likes that
kind of thing." He took back his high-carbon Wusthof and threw the recipient of his scorn a cheap
Sabatier kept for casud labour.

The Audtrdian boy in question looked from Antonio to the blade that quivered in the door beside him
and his shock, outrage and (let's be honest) unconceal ed admiration went atiny way towards restoring
the chef's good humour. Therewere basic rulesin life and first up was touch someone e sgs knife at your

peril.



Antonio pointed to ahaf-full bucket of tomatoes. "Y ou don't stop until you've skinned thelot. Y ou
understand?'

The Audrdian did.

With adgh the chef turned back to hisradio. " Sources close to the police say the man just arrested has
known links to fundamentali<t terror groups.” The newsreader spoke with an accent so impaossibly
Parisian it had to be fake.

Antonio twisted the dial and watched aneedle judder itsway acrossathin strip of glassinscribed with
dationsthat, like as not, no longer existed. The radio was Soviet, the Size of acinder block, only three
times as heavy. Someone, probably a prisoner in agulag workshop, had painted individua swirlsof grain
acrossitsmetal casing.

". .. morenewsfor you on the hour."
"Try another station," demanded Hassan.

Antonio took time out to Stare at hiswife's nephew but he still did what the fat boy suggested, stopping
asthe hissof gatic thinned into Arabic.

"No further newson the murder at Maison Hafsd . . ."

Running the length of the dia twice, Antonio checked out as many of thelocal stations as he could find. It
was easy to tell an gpproved station because those were the ones carrying identical versions of the same
gtory. The pirates were more interesting but nothing they suggested sounded remotely like the truth.

"Any newson Isabeau?' Chef Antonio demanded.
"She hasn't phoned back."

"Okay," Antoniotold Idries. "Let meknow if shedoes. . ." But when acdl findly cameit wasn't from
| sabeau.

"For you," Hassan said.
"Who?'

Hassan returned the stare he'd been given earlier. "For you," he said and dropped the receiver to let it
spin, vinelike, tipped by amatte grey plagtic fruit.

Sometime or other Antonio was going to haveto talk to hiswife. It was all very well having her nephew
on board, but the deal was that the boy was here to learn, not behave like he was aready part owner.

"Yes," Antonio barked, voice harsher than he intended. "What?' Whoever answered had presence
enough to fill the chef's voice with something very closeto respect. "I'll bethere.” The chef listened again.
"WEelIl bethere" he agreed, amending hiswords.

"Scrap the tomatoes,”" hetold the Audtralian boy. "We're closing for tonight." He nodded at Idries. "Turn
off the ovens and put everything back inthe cooler . . ."

"Y ou know," said Raf, the nouvelle villerattling by behind his head in a succession of dusty shopsand
pavement tables. "There's something | still don't quite get." Tapping hislast Cleopatrafrom its packet the



way Hamzah's builders did, Raf crumpled the empty box and dropped it. A flick of acheap lighter and
he passed the cigarette to | sabeau, who dug deep and handed it back.

"What'sto get?' |sabeau asked flatly.
"Who are you running from?"

Jagged glass/broken bulbs. Raf was going to have to get over matching images to emotions, hisown and
other peoplé€'s. Shock of some kind had finally swallowed 1 sabeau; shaking her hands and dragging her
thumb repetitively across her fingertips, grinding her hedsinto thefloor.

One 30c ticket each had bought them an hour in which Isabeau shipped her growing panic out towards
Tunis Maritime, back towards Place de Barcelone and up to Place Halfaouine. Parc du Belvedere. Place
Bardo. Crossing therailsfor adifferent line, switching directions. Two stopsthisway, one stop that,
change lines every third move. Regular as clockwork and about as useful. It was like watching chess
played by achild who lacked the rules but had one set of winning moves written on the back of someone
elsgsenvelope.

"Welcome," said Shibli as he climbed to hisfeet and touched his hand to his heart. Chef Antonio made
do with returning adight bow, not quite confident enough to return formal greetingsto a Sufi master;
particularly asthe man till looked more like abouncer than amystic, what with hisfreshly shaved head,
bare arms and pirate earrings. Although, admittedly, thistime round Shibli wore a pale kaftan rather than
hisusua griped jellaba

"Discard your knife." Shibli pointed to a brasstray by the café door. It contained a handful of cheap
switchblades and one ancient revolver.

"My knivesremain in the kitchen."
Shibli smiled. "Then find aspace” he said, "and make yoursalf comfortable.”

Antonio and his aff had reached Bab Souikain two taxis, passing through the gate into the medinaon
foot with afive-minute gap between each taxi. Partly thiswas caution, but mostly it was because the
majority of taxis stuck to nouvelleville, leaving the suburbsto busesand illegd cabs. And Idriessaid
caling cabs out to Café Antonio would be arisk.

By the time the chef ducked under the low doorway to greet Shibli, his sous-chef was aready settled on
abench at the far end of the room, apple-scented smoke filling the crowded vault from a sheesha on the
floor in front of him. Chef and sous-chef looked at each other and Idries stood.

"Takemy sedt," he suggested.

Antonio shook his head and pointed to a space on one of the longer benches. "I'll befinethere," he said.
The embarrassment between them was pal pable, made more obvious by thisvery public reversal of
roles. In hiskitchen Antonio was god, though held never clam so in the presence of his staff, most of
whom were believers. Here it was Shibli and, to afar lesser extent, Idries who commanded the room. A
dozen races and twice that many languages survived within the walls of the medinaand there were very
few pendtiesto being born nasrani.

Except now, except here. In the presence of those whose eyes were open, the wool wearers and Those
Who Went Naked.



Every café, shop, restaurant and brothel in the city paid protection to Kashif Pashas police. A few, no
one knew how many, choseto pay again, adifferent kind of insurance. Chef Antonio was one of those.
How much he paid was up to him and depended on how good aweek held had. Sometimes, at the
height of the 'packer season, aweek could be very good indeed and Antonio would stuff an envelope
with enough notesto makeit fat and give thisto Idries, who passed the envelope to Shibli. Wherethe
money went after that neither Antonio nor Idries asked.

"Drink and egt,” ordered Shibli, nodding to atrayful of painted glassesfilled with sweet mint teaand haf
adozen yellow bowls rimmed around the top with white metdl that wanted to be silver. Thetray hung on
adgtrap from around the neck of asmall, one-armed man wearing shalwar kameez and a three-fist beard
so wispy it hung like unspooled cotton. He was the only person in the room to whom Shibli was
unfailingly polite and rumour had it that he was one whose eyes had been so completely opened that he
was now near blind.

When everyone had eaten baklava and drunk tea Shibli clapped his hands once and the room fell silent.
"Where's |sabeau?' he demanded.

"With the soldier.”
"And wheresthe soldier?"

"Here," said avoice from the curtained doorway. Pushing hisway through dangling beads, Raf blinked at
the thickness of smoke. Behind him, wearing anew coat, minus her scarf and with her hair tied back,
came | sabeau. Shewas till shaking.

"Weve been hiding," Raf said.
"Who from?' Shibli looked interested.

Raf shrugged. "Ask her," he suggested, but his voice was gentle and his hand on Isabeau’'s arm was light
as he guided her towards a space a one end of a bench.

"Takeaseet," Shibli told Raf. "I'll ask when the time comes." And with that, he reached into hiskaftan
and extracted a book-sized block of hashish, stamped on both sides with Arabic lettering. Pulling aclasp
knife from his pocket, the Sufi prised it open and shaved adark diver from one corner.

"A fresh sheesha ," Shibli demanded and I dries disappeared through the bead curtain, returning with a
waterpipe into which the Sufi crumbled both honey tobacco and fragments from the block. He took the
first puff himself and passed the waterpipe to |sabeau.

"I'm sorry about Pascal," he said gently and | sabeau nodded. " Such things happen,” he added.
"Sometimes they're unavoidable.” Shibli sighed. "If you know who might have wanted him dead, then you
must tel me. . "

"l don't." Isabeau’'s voice was smdl. Already distant.
"Then who were you running from?' The question was Hassan's, from the far corner of the room.

| sabeau glanced from Shibli to Raf, then back at Hassan. "From myself,” she said and both Raf and Shibli
nodded.

The story was complicated the way such stories usualy are. But it seemed | sabeau’s brother had been
found murdered in an dley behind Maison Hafsid, arestaurant at which some of Café Antonio's staff
regularly worked and where her brother was pastry chef.



Ahmed, acousinto Idries, had been arrested for the crime. Shock mixed with outrage in Idries voice as
he admitted this, but his predominant tone was worry. Despite their apparent closeness Idries admitted
his cousin was not eminently likable. Ahmed's habit of using hisfistswas mentioned. Hisinability to walk
away from abrawl. Hisuse of alcohal.

"But Pascal was stabbed?' Raf asked.

"Yes" sad ldries, "that was what it said on the news.”
"Did Ahmed carry aknife?!

Raf's question earned him an amused glance from Shibli.
"Wedl carry knives" Idries said gently.

"But Ahmed wasthe kind of manto use hisfists?'
"That'strue," Shibli admitted, eyes suddenly shrewd.

"So, what about witnesses?' Raf asked gently. It was a dangerous game he was playing. Giving them
more of himsdf than was safe to give. But one that was worth the risk. Maison Hafsd was a step closer
than Café Antonio. And Shibli had | sabeau under hiswing. A wing Raf imagined to be vast and black,
batlike, spreading its spines across the city and hiding wondersin its shadow.

"Did anyone see what happened?"
"God . . ." Hassan'svoice was harsh. "Y ou tak like a policeman.”

"That's because | was apoliceman,”" said Raf flatly. "I've been many things. Not dl of them good.” He
stared round the windowless room and when his gaze stopped it was on Idries. " So, were there any
witnesses?"

"We don't know," admitted Idries. His voicetired. "And we can't ask Ahmed," he added, "because the
policewon't let anyone see him until he's pleaded guilty.”

Raf nodded, asif thiswasto be expected. "Okay," he said, "you'll need to show methe site.”

CHAPTER 25

Thursday 24th February

"You begood,” Hani told Ifritah, placing the cat firmlyon her bed. No sooner done than Ifritah
jumped for the suitcase Hani was trying to buckle, clawsripping into old leather as she scrabbled for a
hold.

Hani sucked her teeth. "Try," shetold Ifritah. "At the very least, try . . ."

Hong Kong Suisse had delivered her cash. Late, admittedly, but Hani was no longer cross about that.
She had a party dress made from red silk, green velvet and real gold embroidery. It was designed for
someone severd years older than Hani and on Zarawould have been indecently short. On Hani it fell to
her ankleslike abdl gown. Added to which Madame Fitmah had even given her adiscount on apair of
meatching shoes.

Mortgaging her uncle's madersato finance the trip had been wrong, Hani realized that. And if she'd been



alowed accessto her own money it wouldn't have been necessary. Buit to get that would involve asking
Hamzah or the Khedive, and they'd want to know why she needed money. Hani shook her head.
Sometimes smplicity was everything.

So sheld written to Uncle Ashraf's bank instead, using headed paper and quoting his account number,
which had been ridiculoudy easy to find sinceit featured on various statements kept in adesk outside his
bedroom. Marked confidential, her letter inquired delicately about the opportunities for mortgaging a
famous seventeenth-century madersain aprime position. An egually circumspect (Hani liked that word)
reply from HK'S suggested that, unless His Excellency redly wanted a mortgage of the kind that needed
repaying over anumber of years, the best option might be astraight loan, at no interest, since usury was
obvioudy forbidden. A settlement feeto be paid asthefina part of the reckoning, please see sample
contract enclosed.

The bank had used longer words than that--because banks aways use complicated words--but that was
what Hong Kong Suisse meant.

Hani's reply ended with aflamboyant impression of her uncle€sinitias and the only thing that stopped her
from scanning an origind into her lgptop and using that was adight worry that HKS might use some kind
of fluorescing system to distinguish fountain pen from printer ink.

Asafind touch, Hani found her uncle's spare comb, removed asingle hair and dropped it into the
envelope, which might be one touch too many but by then sheld stuck the envelope and used her only
stamp.

Next morning and the morning after found Hani waiting for the postman, cat in hand. Swapping Ifritah for
hisfat bundle of |etters she chatted about the weather while sorting through the pile. The letter she wanted
was one of five. Four of these were hills, three of them red reminders. . .

The loan was agreed and the fact Ashraf Bey had initialed rather than signed his contract as requested
was nowhere mentioned: but then Hani remembered reading that the Empire State Building had once
been mortgaged against an unsigned deed and she was no longer surprised. All that remained, those were
the words HKS used, all that remained was for His Excellency to nominate areceiving account.

Hani took thisto mean she should tell the bank where to send the money. So she wrote again on a sheet
of the paper taken three days earlier from her uncle's office at the Third Circle.

Steding it was easy. All Hani had to do was buy a chocolate sundae at Le Trianon, leave most of it and
usethe cafésinternd lift to go straight to C3's reception on the floor above. The story she'd prepared
about wanting to collect atoy dog from her uncle's office went unused. Madame Ingrid was giving
evidenceto atribund investigating the crimes of Colonel Abad and with their office manager gone, most
of her junior saff had left for lunch early, whilethe rest just nodded at Hani or ignored her.

Taking asingle sheet of headed paper from its holder on Uncle Ashraf's desk, Hani promptly changed
her mind and dipped athick wad of the stuff into her rucksack. One never knew when it might become
useful. As an afterthought, she added a rubber stamp that sat on the desk beside the wooden box holding
the paper. It was avery ornate rubber stamp with brass claws to hold the block of rubber and an ivory
handle, but it was till arubber stamp.

From the desk of Colonel Pashazade Ashraf al-Mansur, Ashraf Bey.Looking at the faint script eft by
the slamp on the inside of her wrist Hani raised her eyebrows. She hadn't redlized her unclewasa
colond; at least, she didn't remember knowing that, but the fact didn't surprise her. Secret agents and
nswere bound to have military ranks, it was obviousredly. Everyonein North Africahad arank
of somekind or other.



Hani wasjugt letting hersdlf out of the office when shefinally redized what sheld missed. A briefcase,
with agunmetal grey combination lock, below ablack coat hanging from arack topped by an Astrakhan
hat sheld never seen Uncle Ashraf wear, tight curls of baby fur soft enough to make Hani cringe.

Hat, coat, briefcase.
Hidein plansght.

Since Madame Ingrid might notice if the case disappeared, Hani resolved to examineit in Stu. Would it
be very conceited . . . ? Assuming sheredly was eeven, not ten, Hani fed her own birthdate into the
combination lock and Uncle Ashraf's case opened first try. Which was just aswell, because there was
serious potentia for talemateif it had been his own birthday and it was bound to be the birthday of
someone or other.

Statisticaly most combination locks used abirth date within the owner'simmediate family, 73 percent of
themin fact. And Hani knew just how hard her uncle worked at appearing norma. Being ason of Lilith
required oneto hidein plain sght, norma being interchangeable with invisble. Hani knew dl about it.
And if she ever forgoat, al she had to do was starein amirror.

Hani paused to think that |ast thought through, which was dightly recursive but necessary. She had no
doubt she could become exactly like her uncleif shetried. Actudly, Hani suspected sheld becomelike
him whatever. FHlipping open his case, she spread her catch on thetiles. Another gun. No, she corrected
hersdf, aColt revolver . Specificswere awaysimportant. A carte blanche which was--Hani flipped it
open--less than amonth out of date. And inside it something €l se.

Folded within the carte blanche was aletter from alawyer in Tunis adressed to her aunt Nafisa.
Skimming the script asit flowed, elegant and fluid, from right to left across a perfectly ordinary piece of
office paper, Hani began to memorize the contents word for word. It seemed that Zari Moncef
a-Mansaur, edest son of the old Emir of Tunis had married Sdly Welham, an English photographer on
the. ..

The date was so wrong that Hani brushed it aside, sumbling over the fact that held divorced her five
days later and hating dtogether when she got to the date of her uncl€s birth. Had the letter been printed
out on some computer sheld have dismissed the year asasimple typing error but the note was
handwritten, which made the date either beyond cardless or very odd indeed.

Pocketing the letter, Hani turned to astrip of Zaras, the photobooth kind. Y ounger, somewhat fatter, her
eyes|lesstroubled than now, despite the scowl with which she faced the camera. And then a photograph
of Uncle Raf, garing into the sun with the Jammaa ez Zitouna in the background.

Okay, so whatever he'd told Aunt Nafisa before she died, Uncle Raf had been to Tunis becausela
Grande Mosgueée, built by the Emir Ibrahim 1bn Ahmed in 856C .E. was not only the second largest
mosquein Ifrigiya (the largest wasin Kairouan) but aso one of North Africas most ingtantly recognizable
heritage Sites.

In the photograph he looked older. That was, Uncle Ashraf looked as he did now, not as he should have
done back when this was obvioudy taken. There was onefina photograph.

"Oh..." Hani placed it facedown on thetiles and carefully packed the Zaras and Uncle Ashraf outsidela
Grande Mosquée into her rucksack, diding them between sheets of headed paper. The Colt she put
back into her unclé's case. That left hisfina photograph.

Thegirl didn't look poor--on her wrist was an Omegaand an empty camera case hung around her neck.



But the Fat Boyswere definitely frayed and her feet were both bare and dirty. Her hair dso looked like it
needed awash, being matted into rat tails around her thin face.

What shocked Hani was not the dirty hair or bare feet. Not even the half-open shirt she wore, washed so
fine that what couldn't be seen of the woman's breasts through the gap was reveded by the tranducence
of the cloth. It was the way she leered into the lens, her mouth haf-open, her eyes obvioudy fixed on the
person holding her camera.

This Hani hadn't considered and she doubted if Zara had either. Men went to brothelsand, if they were
sensible, women ignored thisfact. So Hani had learnt from listening at the door to her late aunts, Nafisa
and Jdila. Asfor mistresses, if aman could afford to run more than one house, thistoo was acceptable.
Not least, Aunt Nafisa had sighed, becauseit did so help to lighten the load.

But a nasrani girlfriend . . . Onewho wasthin, dirty and badly dressed?

Hani took another squint at the photograph. What with her rat's nest of fair hair and narrow face,
washed-out eyes and tight lips the barefoot woman was unlikely to be anything but nasrani . . . If this
wastherea reason her uncle refused to marry Zara, then that changed everything. For thefirst time since
he'd stamped up the stairsinto the gaa al those months ago, Hani came close to deciding that maybe she
didn't like her uncle after dl.

CHAPTER 26

Flashback

"Too fucking hot." Even at 30 mph, which wasway too fast for the rutsin the track, the wind
roared in Sally's ears and swept words from her mouth. So she said it again, just in case Per
hadn't heard her the first time.

"Yeah," said Per tightly, "I know." Sninging the wheel of his black Jeep to avoid a missing bit of
road, he bounced Sally hard into her door, setting off a new round of swearing. The Jeep was
eighteen years old, cigarette burns pocked the top of its plastic dash and he'd been forced to buy a
petrol rather than diesel version. Black was also, in Sally's opinion, just about as stupid a colour
asit was possible to find for skirting a desert; since it positively lapped up direct sunlight and
made the interior too hot to touch.

The Jeep's air-conditioning--and there'd been air-conditioning when they started--had lasted for
all of three days. Per blamed Sally's habit of hanging out of her side window for burning out the
unit. Sally's view was that if he'd bought an open top model as she originally suggested, he
wouldn't have needed air-conditioning and she wouldn't have had to keep opening the window to
take photographs.

She now knew about his interest in mythology, bush meat and oral sex. His plansto open a
restaurant and the age he first smoked blow. He knew she liked cameras.

Having first dwindled into tight-lipped sentences, their conversation had since shrunk into near
silence. They still fucked like animals but no longer had anything to say to each other afterwards.
There were a lot of relationships like that, Sally realized. And she did enjoy fucking Per far more
than talking to him. And they were animals. So.. . .

Opening the Leica with one hand, Sally removed a completed roll of film and dropped it into the
foil packet she'd already ripped fromits replacement.



"What the fuck is there to photograph?"

The whole absurd and cruel beauty of Ifrigiya’s Chott el Jerid. Shrubs so hardy they came back
fromthe dead, Lazarus-like; grasses ableto tolerate saline levels that killed other plants; the
distant pinks and yellows of minerals blooming across a flatbed of salt.

"Nothing," Sally said, snapping shut her camera. " Absolutely nothing." Beside the road stretched
the largest salt lake in North Africa. Rock-hard in summer and partly flooded in winter, drying in
early spring to brine pools and a treacherous skim of crust. Mysterious and wonderful. Utterly at
odds with the olive groves and ubiquitous hedges of prickly pear that had made up yesterday'strip
south. Those could have been found in southern Spain, Scily or Greece.

This was different.

How different the Swvede could not even begin to realize. Here life was leaner, sharper and better
able to deal with exotic levels of deprivation. At the edges of existence, life was forced to make a
compromise. One that the world would soon find itself forced to make if the canker of global
interests could not be cured.

In that at least Wu Yung was right. Although his way was not her way. Something the old Chinese
man had still to realize. Any more than her way was Atal's way or even Per's. . .

Sally Welham shook her head. Per had the soft liberal reflexes of his class, race and age. He
would no more understand what she wanted from the chott than accept how she intended to
achieve it. He was a mindless fuck and a zipless one at that; defined by overprivilege, education, a
simplistic rgjection of Calvinism and a carpetbag of beliefs strip-mined from other cultures.

Whereasshe. . .

At least Sally had the graceto grin. Grin, shrug and discard the comparison. She was the same,
the difference was that she knew it.

"Ruin," said Per, seconds ahead of slamming on his brakes. Sand slid down a bank like snow and
when the Jeep stopped it was half on the track and half off, one rear wheel hanging over the side
of a ditch.

"How about giving me some warning?" Sally snapped.

"I just did," Per said and, pushing open his door, he was gone, all stiff-backed and
straight-shouldered.

Slly sighed.

Once out of the jeep, she casually dropped her jeans then stayed to watch the warm stream run
mercury-like over the sand's crust, hardly touching its surface. That was the problem, rainfall
raced across the desert's surface like piss, filling oueds and flooding chotts and wadis. Grasses
grew, flowers happened, insects bred; life blossomed and died in the time it took the sky to squat.

Sill grinning ruefully, Sally stepped out of her jeans, yanked her T-shirt inside out and went to
find Per. He'd be looking for mosaics in the ruins of some hovel he'd insist was Roman.

"Don't walk on it," Per said, not looking round. He was on his hands and knees sweeping rubbish
froma floor with hisfingers. Sally was willing to bet it was made from stamped-down dirt and
that she had a better chance of becoming pope than Per did of finding a priceless mosaic beneath



the crap that carpeted his goat hut.

Sill, shelet him brush away ring pulls and screw caps, plastic bottles and disposable nappies until
his enthusiasm faded and he looked round to see Sally behind him, naked and with filthy feet. An
equally dirty grin written across her face.

"Lieflat,” shetold him, so Per did and Sally stepped forward and squatted again. His face was
hot between her thighs, his tongue frantic. He licked and (later) fucked with the hunger of
someone still drunk on her body. And Sally might have found such innocence endearing if she
wasn't already waving Per good-bye in her head.

She found the Swedish kroner at the bottom of his sleeping bag, along with a passport that
revealed Per to be three years older than he'd admitted. For a second Sally was tempted to take
the money but Ottoman banks liked dollars, marks and francs; even sterling gave them trouble, so
God alone knew what they'd have made of kroner.

Besides, her quest was almost over. And what Sally already had, sewn into the lining of her
rucksack, was worth more than Per's cash or passport could ever be. Sill smiling, she put his
money back.

Sally woke Per with a hand job, something of a speciality for her, then rolled him onto his back
and unzpped his bag before Per had time to notice its bottom end had been slashed open. He
fucked with his eyes closed, even in daylight, spasming beneath her.

Little death they used to call it. They being almost every culture at some time or other. And so it
was, in its way. Sex was the point at which individuality became unimportant. Life's purpose over
in everything but name the first time one fucked and was fertile; or would have been, but for
contraception, medical advances and falling levels of fertility introducing design flaws into
Darwin.

When the deed was done the torch was passed, to flame or die, except that now science kept even
the weakest flames alight. Mutations happened for a reason, Sally accepted that utterly. And
benevolent or not, Galton was right. This was not a statement Sally would have dared say in front
of anyone she knew. Only to herself did she dare say it and only recently, once she realized that if
the planet could not be saved, then humanity itself would have to be changed.

What the world needed was fewer farmers and more hunter-gatherers. Fewer cities and more
wilderness. ..

"Sally?"
"What?"
"I need a pee," Per said suddenly. He looked apologetic.

Sally stopped trying to rock the Swvede back into action. "No problem," she said, shrugging as she
clambered off him, watching Per watch the darkness between her legs.

"I'll seeyou ina second,” he said, blushing.

The moment he was gone, sherolled up his sleeping bag with the money and passport still in the
foot, and stashed the roll in his Jegp alongside her own. And by the time Per came back Sally was



dressed and in the passenger seat, ready to go.
"What about . . . ?"

"Later," said Sally. "First let's get breakfast." Glancing at their map, she pointed to a gap
between two red hills. "There's a town on the other side with a government hostel. It's got
showers."

For thefirst timein days Per looked almost happy.

The hillsturned out to be sand dunes and the road which had been worn when they set out quickly
became little more than a path. Per's fleeting happiness vanishing with the blacktop. Tyre marks
wer e few and mostly softened to shadow with a drifting sand somewhere between grit and dust.
The only fresh tracks were donkey or camel.

"It'san oasistown," Sally promised. "Probably ancient."
Per kept his doubts hidden behind a pair of shades.

"Another mile," said Per, when ten minutes had turned into half an hour and the hills were behind
them, "then we turn back."

"Surething." Sally lifted the Leica off her lap and tucked it inside its leather case, stuffing the
case under her seat. The rolls of film she pushed through a crease between the upright of her seat
and the seat itself, casually reaching behind her to do so. If another mile came and went without
incident, then she was in the wrong place and several months of her life had been wasted.

Only Sally wasin the right place and it took less than five minutesto run over a screamer. At least
Sally assumed that was what alerted Moncef Pasha's guards as Per's Jeep crested a ridge and
stopped.

"Shit," said Per and Sally could only agree.

Soread out bel ow them was a complex of squat buildings, painted a dirty red-yellow to blend in
with the earth. A handful of antique-looking trucks was parked in the middle, hidden beneath a
hangar's worth of camouflage netting that looked like it had been there forever. Under the cover
of another awning two antlike figures were working on the blades of a helicopter.

Sunlight heliographed from a roof as an officer swung his binoculars and finally caught sight of
the Jeep.

"That doesn't look like an oasis town,” Per said, slamming his gearsinto reverse. Somewhere
below a siren was sounding.

" Soldiers,” said Sally but her warning was unnecessary. No one, not even Per at his most stoned
could miss five teenagers strung across the track, squat rifles pointing directly at his windscreen.

"Bad idea," she said.

In reply Per stamped on his throttle and hung a left, stalling when he hit the base of a dune. Which
was how Per, rather than Sally, got shot through the leg by a fourteen-year-old in designer
combats, Armani shades, a silk kufiyyah. Everything from tyres to doors got raked in one long
burst and all the shots stayed low. Combat training had conditioned the soldier to take her
opponents alive if possible.



Opening her door, Sally tossed out her rucksack and stepped out of the Jeep, her hands already
clasped behind her head. She'd been in enough trouble to know the drill. Unasked, Sally assumed
the position, face so close to the hood that she could feel heat shimmer from its surface.

Per meanwhile had a white T-shirt at arm's length and, between sobs, was waving it frantically
through his window. Sally almost pointed out that in the desert white wasn't necessarily the colour
of surrender (the Mahdi's battle flag had been pure white; until dust, blood and machine-gun
bullets rendered it into sullied rags), but she decided not to bother. The Emir's guard looked
competent enough to recognize an idiot when they met one.

"Prince Moncef?" said Sally, pointing to the complex below. Although no one replied, she got the
feeling that at least one of them understood. Unless it was just that the word Moncef was
familiar.

"He's famous,” Sally added. "For making plants grow where most plants die."

The soldier with the highest cheekbones stared at Sally with interest. Snce the entire troop was
female and any vibes, conscious or otherwise, came in under Sally's school-tuned gaydar, she
figured the soldier's look was entirely professional.

"He improves on nature," said Sally and promptly wondered if what she'd just said counted in
North Africa as blasphemy. "Takes the potential God has given it,” she amended, "and devel ops
that."

"You think thisis good?" Although she obviously understood English, the lieutenant asked her
guestion in French, in an abrupt and very Parisian way that made Sally glance at her, wondering.

"The man's a genius."
"Whatever that means. . ."

"It means," said Sally, "that you leave an area of art or science changed from how you found it . .
. | learnt that at university," she added.

"What did you study?"

"Genetics at Selwyn College, Cambridge." She named a college at random. Although, when she
thought about it, that wasn't entirely true. Selwyn was where Drew, the nanchuku nut, went,
which was random enough.

The woman nodded and loosened the kufiyyeh that was half-obstructing her mouth. She was not,
Sally realized, Arab in origin; her face was European. And now, when she spoke, her amusement
came through clear and unobstructed.

"1 suppose you want to see Moncef Pasha?"
"Yes," said Sally, "if that's possible. . ."

Blond hair, small breasts, skin like milk . . . Once the questioning was done, then yes. "Chances
are that might prove possible," said Eugenie de la Croix. The smile on her face turned sour.

Halfway down the track, with the Jeep temporarily abandoned somewhere behind them and the



Emir's complex up ahead, Sally clutched at her gut and begged, practically in tears to be untied.
She needed to use a nearby thornbush and she needed to use it now if she wasn't to soil herself.

"You leave your bag with me."

Sally nodded meekly and dumped her rucksack at the feet of the officer, running towards the bush
with indecent haste. Only, once there, what Sally actually did was kneel, hook out her
contraceptive cap and kick sand over it. Then she counted to sixty and pulled up her shorts.

"Feeling better ?"

Sally smiled at the woman. "Much," she said. "Thank you."

CHAPTER 27

Monday 28th February-1st March

Goats grazed in threeroomsat the back, wandering infrom adarkened courtyard through aholein
the rear wall. They were white with black faces and stunted horns, too fat, overfed and pampered to be
convincing scavengers. Besides, their leather collars betrayed them. Most goats kept within the medina
made do with giring, if they had collarsat all.

Chef Edvard kept the goats to amuse. And amuse his dinner gueststhey did. But then Maison Hafsd's
evening crowd were usually friends of Kashif Pasha, those with money and those who had actually
travelled outsde Ifrigiya, the kind of customers cosmopolitan enough to pay for the privilege of egting
elegantly prepared retrofusion in the dining room of adraughty, haf-wrecked Ifrigiyan palace opposite a
mosque sill called new because it was constructed during atrade boom in the mid-eighteenth century.

Maison Hafsd was owned by atdl and elderly Madagascan called Abdur Rahman, so labelled because
thiswas one of the names specified by the Prophet as beloved by God. And, as his mother had reminded
him often, "Names matter. So will you be called on the day of judgment . . ."

Onhisarrival in Tunisten years earlier Abdur Rahman changed his name to Edvard. And under thisname
he was known to most, even Kashif Pashaand his mother Lady Maryam. But it was as Abdur Rahman
he owned Maison Hafsid, because this was the name that mattered. And it was as Abdur Rahman that he
had shares in Café Antonio and three other restuarants.

"You doneyet?' Chef Edvard shouted.

"Nearly," said Raf and raised his chopper. Stedl hit into flesh, then wood. Slicing the lamb into rough
chunks, Raf did them off his chopping board and into a glass bowl. Some kitchens kept specidist
butchers. At Maison Hafsid the work was done by whomever Chef Edvard designated. It kept the cuts
from getting too nest.

"I'll takeit," said Isabeau and the bowl was gone.

"Wel," Raf sad, entirdy to himsdlf, "we're here." Hisvoice echoed the fox's growl. That wastheir
compromise. Thefox gtill spoke but now Raf realized the fox was him. So far it seemed to work for both
of them.

"Yeah," said Raf. Hetried not to mind that the fox sounded impossibly smug. Asif it, rather than chance
or Raf, had been responsible for getting Raf to the kitchens of Maison Hafsid, site of one murder and
supplier of culinary staff to the notables of Tunis. "Right whereweneedto be. . ."



Had the fox been someone e'se, Raf could have reminded it that its plan of sneaking off to hunt down
Ibrihim Ishaq of 1saac & Sons, Kairouan, had not been an unmitigated success. Aswell as mentioning
that Those Who Went Naked had not turned out to be the revol utionary masterminds Eugenie seemed to
suggest. He could even have admitted that he missed Hani and Zaraand was adrift in acity with only an
ingtinct that here was where he was meant to be to keep him from going home.

But held only betdling himsdlf. And they both knew that.

There were Turkish baths less hot than the cellar kitchens at Maison Hafsid, o everyone kept telling Ref,
who was beginning to believe them. Idries had aready taken him to one of the city's poorer public baths,
aplace of cracked tiles and broken mosaic situated just behind the central market, where held sat
surrounded by a dozen strangers, sweat dripping from every pore as arobed attendant ladled water onto
hested stones.

The cleansing room had stunk of physical effort and butchers who killed most days but sweated
themselves clean once or twice aweek because that was all they could afford. They were politeto the
stranger in their midst. Not friendly but polite. And once, when talk touched on Carthage Dynamo vs.
Sophia Crescent, the conversation widened to include him. Other than that, the atmosphere had been
resirained, dmost degant in apeding, impoverished sort of way.

Maison Hafsd was something else. No one was polite. At least not down in the kitchens. And what
congtituted conversation was a hard-edged banter likely to get you knifed in most barsin Sesttle.
Ear-bleeding nu/Rai ripped from a corner-mounted wall speaker. In the kitchen Raf didn't spesk at all.
He screamed into the steaming chaos. And others shouted back. Mostly about his parentage, race,
sexua orientation and short life expectancy.

Anyonewho took offense a Chef Edvard worked €l sawhere. Actudly, anyone who took offense,
full-stop, left for some other industry: one not driven by impossible hours, heavy attitude and dirt-cheap

drugs.

"You," he said to Raf, next time Raf staggered by under the weight of alamb carcass. "I want to know
wheretofileyou."

Three kinds of scum ended up in kitchens gpparently. Those on the run too stupid to do anything else,
brilliant and spailt artists, and finally mercenaries, thosein it for the money, mostly solid and religbleline
cooks. Some American years back had given hisnameto this law, but Chef Edvard didn't mention that,
he merely wanted to know which labd fitted Raf.

"All of them," said Rf.

"All?" The ederly Madagascan eyebaled his newest recruit for along second, then dapped Raf on the
shoulder. "Midfitsare good,” he said, his Arabic thicker than coffee grounds, "they stay longer.”

Everything Ref had learnt a Café Antonio was unlearnt at Maison Hafsid. At Hafsid no one ever served
swordfish or blackened chicken, even if customers asked politely. Right now Raf's job wasto braise
those chunks of lamb (bone and fat and skin and dl). Theironically crude chunks reached the table
drizzled with a custard-yelow sauce made from cloudberries flown in from Table Mountain. Given the
price Maison Hafsd charged for its specidity dishes, Raf could only imagine the berriestravelled first
dass

"Faster," Edvard barked.

Raf nodded, but the chef was shouting at someone else.



On amarble dab to Raf's eft were a series of bowlsfilled with herbs and spices, which akid of about
eleven kept topped on aregular basis by ripping handfuls of wilting oregano from fat twigs or grating
nutmeg againg atiny grid hung on astring around his neck. Raf used alot of oregano and nutmeg; aso
olive ail, anchovies, dried juniper berriesand small podsfor which Raf didn't yet have aname. The chef
seemed to use those in dmost every dish.

A great aluminium pot roiled on the edge of a hundred degrees at a station behind Raf, creating itsown
microclimate, waiting to soften whatever pastawas required. Linguine mostly, with aweird localy made
thread noodle that came semiopague and ended up near invisible; not that much of either got eaten to
judge from the quantity scraped from dirty platesinto ameta trough that ran the edge of onewall. The
noodles and pasta seemed to be something between a base and agarnish.

"Ahandtosx..."

The chef's eyes found Raf, who held up five fingers and nodded. Five minutesto braise the lamb for table
sx and passit acrossfor plating. That was the difference between home cooking and doing it for real.
Restaurant food got dressed, just like the customers. And an artistic sprig or a near-odourl ess/tastel ess
swirl of sauce could hide culinary sins as easily as discreet makeup and good clothes could hide sins of
the flesh. Warm plates, flamboyant furnishings, € egant garnishes and adequate food, the demands of
haute cuisine at Maison Hafsid were less than its devoted clientele imagined.

"Three," shouted the chef and Raf swirled his pan, smelling oil, seared flesh and oregano. Acrossthe
other side of the cdllar was awood oven for which Raf sometimes seared lamb or beef to be roasted, so
that no steam from raw meat might dampen the oven's desertlike dryness. It wasn't redlly Raf'sjob but
Raf was racking up favours, taking shifts he didn't want, helping to hump crates too heavy for one person
aone. Hed even rescued acucumber sauce for wild greyling with anylon seve, asplash of Chablisand
nerves of stedl, decanting it onto awarm plate seconds ahead of the plate heading for the hatch.

Mind you, Raf probably wouldn't be forgiven that one. The sauce came from an Algerian sous-chef and
the deputy was |ess than happy. Particularly now Chef Edvard had decided |sabeau’s earlier boast about
Raf's having been a sous-chef himself in Seattle wastrue.

To test the claim, Raf had been handed ared fish of a species he'd never seen and been told, in front of a
watchful kitchen, to find aknife and fillet thething.

Pulling a Sabetier from the back of hisbelt, Raf oiled up asharpening block and set about giving himsalf
an edge. All the while checking thefish, noticing its every curve and the geometric relationship between
anus, eyes and upper fin, the way the scales changed near thetail.

When Raf cut, it was swift, taking his stance and the looseness of hiswrist from a Sushi master who rana
dockside café his old boss Hu San often frequented. Raf spent one memorable evening there near the
beginning of histime with the Five Winds, as Sesttles most influentia triad was named. And for awhile,
with tiny dish after dish reaching their table and Hu San chewing in silence, her eyes closing at particularly
impressive divers of raw fugu, Raf thought hewas in disgrace. And then, when she looked up and smiled
amost without thinking, he redized she intended to deep with him.

He still hadn't started to shave and shewasin her late thirties, maybe more, but her tastes were for the
raw and the fresh. Whatever, the moment never arose and as her Lincoln pulled up outside hisflat Hu
San dismissed him with a polite good-bye and |eft him standing on asidewdk intherain.

Raf cut threetimesin dl. Onceto gut the fish and discard its entrails. Onceto fillet one Sde of thefish
and onceto fillet the other. The skin held aready removed in asingle scoop of histhumb, not using his
knife and not damaging the flesh.



"Done?' Chef Edvard had asked, hisface impassive.

Raf nodded and waited while the chef told aboy to fetch aset of scales. First Edvard weighed the
entralls, then both fillets and findly bones and skin.

"Not asbad as | expected.”

Behind his eyes Raf scowled but he kept silent, eyeing astrip of skin so clean it could have been sent for
tanning. Not aflake of flesh clung to the spine or ribs, the cut at tail and gillswas near perfect.

"I'm out of practice,” Raf announced findly and the skeleta chef dmost smiled.
Then came three questions.
Where had he cooked before?

Raf named Antonio's pizza place and afive-star hotdl in Sesttle so famous that even the silent and
anxious | sabeau recognized its name.

"Thistrue?'

That question wasfor | sabeau. Asked amost politely. No one had said anything to Raf but he'd caught
the glances. There wasn't a single person in the kitchens unaware of her brother's murder. Even Chef
Edvard was making alowances.

"He's been working for Antonio,” she said. "I can't guarantee the other.”
"Why do you want to change jobs?"
"Dehts" said Raf. "Waiting to be paid.”

"I work my staff harder,” Chef Edvard told Ref flatly. "Believe me | make you sweet for every extra

And so thedot became his, at least until Idries cousin got released from prison, if he did. Two points
went ungpoken. One, should Raf turn out okay then Edvard might keep him on anyway, and two, if
Idries cousin was not released, then Raf had the job until someone better came aong.

But first Raf had to do aday's suds diving to show he was serious. And do it for nothing. Those were the
rules. So he scraped plates, hosed them down and loaded them into awasher the size of asmall truck for
aslong asit took for some ederly Philippino to fry his own fingersin ared-hot wok--which was about
four hours. The man wanted to work on but Edvard ingsted on wrapping his hand in atowd filled with
ice and ordered him home. Only the promise of afull day's pay got the crying man out of the kitchen and
into acorridor that ended in steps leading up to an dley at the back. Even then someone had to walk the
man up the stairs and shoo him out into the dley.

"Want meto handle his gation?!
"Screw up and you're out.”

Raf took that as a yes and stripped to the loose cotton trousers he'd borrowed from Antonio's and would
one day return, with luck. He took a coat someone handed him.

"Nicescars.”



The chef's smilewas mildly mocking, asif hisown might prove far moreimpressiveif only he could be
persuaded to discard hiswhite jacket with the word Edvard embroidered over the pocket in red silk.
And to judge by the jagged seams up both wrists and ayelow calusthick astortoiseshell at the base of
one thumb anything was possible.

So Raf cut lamb and braised goat, spatchcocked quail and generally kept the meals coming, on time and
done as ordered.

"It'snot a skill, you know . . ."
"What isnt?"

"This shit. Being able to do everything. That's just a design function. You telling me you can't
recognize an adaptive mechanism when you see one?"

"Hey, whiteboy . . . You okay?' Raf looked up from wiping out hisiron skillet to find the tall
M adagascan standing next to him, frowning. A couple of the others were staring across aswell.

"Sure" Ref said. "Judt talking to mysdif.”
"Well," said Chef Edvard, "when you've got amoment.”

They went to the table, an old black thing that looked asif it came from a French farmhouse that had
burned down. Fire damage chewed along one edge but someone, probably years before, had scraped
most of it away with theflat of aknife and put that edge to the wall.

"Drink," Chef Edvard said, pouring Raf aglassof marc. "Andthenlisten.. . . I'vegot ajob if you're
interested. Y ou know about Kashif Pasha's party?'

Thewhole of Tunisknew. At hismother's suggestion, the Emir's eldest son was holding adinner to
celebrate his parents forty-fifth wedding anniversary. If both of them turned up, it would be the first time
they'd met in dightly over forty-four years. The mea was Kashif Pasha's attempt to hedl therift, a peace
offering to hisfather and asign of the pashas devel oping maturity where the Emir was concerned. That
wasthe officid verson anyway.

"Y ou want me to cook?"

Amusement tinged the old man's eyes. "Y ou're not that good,” he said. "Y ou wait tables. . . Still
interested?’

"Ohyes" sad Réf, "it'sexactly thekind of opportunity I've been waiting for."

Juggling afat cowpat of harissain her hands, |1sabeau tried to stop it from dripping oil onto her jeans.
Chef Edvard preferred dry mix that needed added oil but none | sabeau and Raf had seen in Marché
Centra |ooked good enough, so she'd bought freshly made paste.

That was a difference between them, Raf decided. If the old Madagascan had sent him to buy dried
harissa, then that'swhat Raf would have bought. The best he could find from the range available.
However, he was there to buy lamb. And talk to | sabeau.

Raf sghed.
"What?" | sabeau asked.



"Chef Edvard'sworried about you . . ." He shrugged. "Everyonesworried. So if you need to take time
off, maybe go back to Tarbarka?' Raf named atown on the northern coast. The only town in Ifrigiya
where descendents of French colonists till outnumbered residents of Arab and Berber stock.

"That's why we were sent out together? So you can suggest | go home to my grandmother?
"Inaway."

"Yeah," said Isabeau, "I can see everyone liking that. Solves the problem doesn't it? | sabeau’s gone of f
theralls so let's send her somewheredse. . ." I sabeau’s voice was loud enough to make a man standing
by the shdlfish stdl stop shovelling cracked ice onto amarble tray and watch them instead, iron trowel
poised in his hand.

"I don't think chef meant it like that,” Raf said.
"Redly?' said |sabeau. "How did he mean it?'
"He'strying to hep.”

"No one can help," Isabeau said fiercely. "What's happened has happened. Pascdl is dead. Nothing
anyone can do will bring him back. | haveto live with that fact." Tearswererolling down her face,
glittering trails of misery. "Nothing can makeit better.”

Carrying acape of lamb over one shoulder, Raf watched the crowds part to let him through rather than
risk having blood dragged acrosstheir clothes. Thefloor of the indoor market benegth his boots was wet
with melted ice and dick with tomatoes dropped and trodden to pulp, the green walls sticky with
handprints and streaked with condensation. He walked ahead at 1sabeau’s ing stence. She needed space.
Time enough to get agrip on her tears.

They exited near Bab € Bahar, the city's sea gate in the days before the ground between the medinaand
the Gulf of Tuniswas mapped by French engineersfor ersatz Parisian boulevards now old enough to be
heritage Stesin their own right.

The bab Hill functioned asthe main gate into the waled heart of Tunis. By law, no buildingswithin the
medina could be changed from one use to another. Shops remained shops and cafés remained cafés but
little money existed to pay for their upkeep s0 even the famous suq roofs that cast whole aleysinto haf
gloom were pitted and pedling, cracked acrosstheir roofs like lightning, sometimes actualy dangerous.

There were as0 dleys where people lived rather than just made or sold things. And the houses that lined
these looked in on courtyards just as the walled city looked in on the sugs and the surrounding ville
looked in on thewalled city. Within the medinawere smal squares, the result not of planning but of
enough narrow aleys meeting to make a passing space necessary. Maison Hafsid looked onto one of
these.

The entrance doors to Chef Edvard's restaurant were studded with nails, aswas usual, and with
hammered strips of black iron that formed crescents, Six-pointed stars and spirds, thislast being reserved
for the medinas grander houses. Both doors were mirror images of the other. Crescent for crescent,
spird for spird.

These Raf avoided, heaving the lamb carcass around to the rear, where his truggle to lift it off his
shoulder without covering himsdlf in dime was observed by |sabeau and aboy Sitting in adoor opposite.
Aged about seven, the boy was sorting straw hatsinto those damaged by winter rains and those still



good enough to sdl.

Every city waslikethis. Interlocking circles, poverty and plenty. Aswas every life. The only difference
being that no one bothered to write guides about the picturesque poverty of London or New Y ork,
Sesttle or Zurich. Or if they did, it wasin no language Raf read.

"Has anyone asked him if he saw anything?'
"What?" | sabeau sounded puzzled.

"That boy," Raf said, nodding to the child who was now watching them. "Has anyone asked if he saw
what . . ." He stopped as soon as he redlized | sabeau was no longer listening. She had leaned against the
wall, near the top of the stairsthat led down to Maison Hafsid's cellar kitchens, hands over her face.

"It'sokay," said Raf, which was about as dumb athing as anyone could say.
"No, it'snot," |sabeau said.

Raf took the lamb and the large lump of harissa | sabeau held, neatly wrapped in its grease-proof paper,
and carried them down the steps, dong a short corridor and into the kitchens. He spoke to Chef Edvard,
got the man's agreement for |etting him have time off to take I sabeau back to her flat, then went back to
the dley. Isabeau was standing exactly where sheld been when Raf |eft. The boy with the hats was gone.

Sdt on histongue. Raf woke with Isabeau naked in hisarms. Worrying enough. What made it worse was
ablinding headache and the packet of condoms by her bed. They were unused, unlike the brandy bottle
besde them.

Taking one out, Raf squinted at the smdll print. American, which he could have guessed from itsgold coin
wrapper. A quaity mark, ause-by date and awarning from the Surgeon General about retrovirus.

"Belonged to my brother . . ." Isabeau said, opening one eye.
Nodding hurt, so Raf just watched her go back to deep.
The use-by date was two years ahead.

Very dowly, Raf shifted one arm from under | sabeau’s shoulders, twisted until hislegs hung over the
edge of the cast-iron bed and sat up, regretting it immediately. For thetimeit took him to stop feeling
sick, he played that game where the room spun when helooked at it but stopped if he shut his eyes
again. Between spinning and darkness Raf played a second game of remembering what wasin the room
and wondering, why?

Once expendve but lately fallen into disrepair, its sash window glazed with only asingle pane of glass, the
room was soulless, dmost sullen. A small music system sat on ametd table, both chrome. Although the
gdes of the music system were ersatz, coated plagtic. There were no pictures on the walls. No looking
glassor dressing table.

"Thisisn't her room, isit?"
"No," sad Raf, agreeing with himsdlf. "It'snot."

The room was emotionally cold and Raf imagined | sabeau's real room to be littered with mementoes
from arecently discarded childhood. A Cheb Rai poster. A row of those kitsch blue Chinese fodls,



piebad with dust asthey rolled across some glass shelf. A vase, bad cut glass. An anorexicaly thin
marble Madonna. The kind sold in St. Vincent dePaul . . .

Raf reined in his headache. Ran that thought back.

Someone like him, or rather someone like the him held become back in El Isk, might wear jade wrist
beads while carrying a silver-and-cora Fatimakey ring but neither Hani nor Zarawould ever own
something forbidden just because they liked the way it looked. Even arugt-eaten antique Buddha that
Raf had found in asug and placed in an dcovein the gaa drew odd looks from both of them. Mind you,
it drew scowlsfrom Donnaand she was Catholic.

Which meant . . .

"Let meget thisright," said Raf. "Y ou're Sitting in adead man's room beside a naked woman and you're
internalizing some seminar on comparétive religion?”

Y eah, Raf nodded to himsdlf. That wasit exactly.

He'd fucked I sabeau. No matter that his memory of the exact act was bricked off with rising doulbts,
a cohal poisoning and emotiona shutdown. The very fact he was having this conversation with himself
was proof enough.

Pulling back Isabeau's covers, Raf swallowed what he saw. Hash-freezing her high breasts, soft ssomach
and hips permanently into memory. Comparing her figure, despite himsdf, with hismemory of Zara. They
were dike enough to make Raf fed ashamed. The only red difference, apart from the fact he'd fucked
one and not the other (and the one he'd fucked was not the one he loved) wasthat asmal crucifix on a
gold chain twisted sideways in the crease between | sabeau's breasts.

"Okay," agreed Raf. That did explain the marble Madonnaof hisimagining.

There were plane trees beyond the window. Chrome blinds. A crack that ran across the floor where
grouting between tiles had snapped dong astressline, then opened up, until the crack changed direction
and broketilesinstead.

But the tileswere clean and recently scrubbed. Come to that the whole room was spotless.

"Which says what?"

That Pascal wastoo poor to afford repairs on the flat he shared with hissister but still liked it kept clean?
"Or wasn't anal enough to worry about interior decoration."

That too, except the tiny music system, sandblasted meta bed and chrome table had and-retentive
written through them like rock. Walking to the bedroom door, Raf glanced at the areabeyond. A living
gpace with Toshiba screen. Black |eather sofa. Another chrome-and-glasstable. Doorsled to asmall
kitchen. A bathroom with shower stal. And finaly, a second bedroom, haf the sze of the onein which
he awoke. The other difference was alock recently fixed to the insde of that door. Ceramic foas sat on
aglass shelf but there were no posters or pictures and no dim marble Madonna. Nothing of real interest
inthe small bedside cabinet.

"Well," said avoice behind him, "find what you were looking for?' The question came from Isabeau. She
was |leaning againg the doorframe of what he now knew was her own room, wearing atowel, which only
made Raf more aware of his own nakedness.



"What | was|ooking for?"

"Y ou were going to find out who Pascal was, remember? Get insde his head and work out who might
have redly killed him. Since everyone bdieves|dries, who's convinced it wasn't his cousin. And
apparently I'm meant to believe Idriestoo . . ."

Raf put ahand to his aching head. "I told you | wanted to come here so | could empathize ?*
| sabeau nodded.
"And the other suff,” helooked at her towe, "that just happened?'

"Sure," said Isabeau, turning away. "If you must put it likethat." Raf heard her feet on thetilesal the way
back to the room they'd shared. There was adam of the door. Two minutes of muted shuffling, then the
noise of the door being opened again. He listened to her shoes dap thetiles, then she was gone with a
dam of adifferent door.

Having dressed, Raf let himsdf out.

CHAPTER 28

Tuesday 1st March

A neatly bearded man in atarboosh stared out from acreased page. Below him acaption informed
the scruffy girl in black headscarf, jeans and silver trainers that the Emir's eldest son would be dining at
the Domus Aureaand, in areturn to best Ottoman tradition, his mother had asked that all attendants at
the celebratory meal be both deaf and dumb.

Unfortunatdly, finding staff who fitted this profile while possessing sufficient experience had proved
impossible. They had, however, dl been carefully screened for suitability.

The rest of the page was equaly bland, its headlines subdued and reverentid; which was probably why
someone had dumped that day's El Pays under achair in the buffet car.

Putting down the paper, the girl swallowed the last of her coffee and returned her plastic cup to the
attendant, even though she had to stand on a cat basket to reach his counter. Then, just to betidy, she
collected up half adozen other discarded cups and returned those too.

"Thank you." The man at the counter smiled. "Areyou thistidy at home?'

Hani nodded, even though it wasn't drictly true. Donnadid al of the kitchen cleaning at the madersaand
got crossif Hani tried to help. And dthough Khartoum had explained that Donnawas the kind of person
who preferred others not to interfere, thiswasn't much help because Hani's aunt Nafisa had spent her life
telling Hani to pick things up, tidy away her toys and generaly be busy and industrious, preferably
somewhere dlse.

So now Hani tidied on ingtinct. It was ahard habit to break.
"Problems?

"Not redly,” said Hani, putting down the last of the cups and nodding towards the next carriage. "Unless
you count blocked loos and messy basins." She shrugged. "Y ou know soldiers. . ."



The man looked at her. "Ifrigiyaneeds conscripts,” he said, more serious than before.

Hani looked like she wanted to disagree but al she did was shrug her thin shoulders and wrap her hijab
moretightly around her face. "Y ou're probably right," she said, "but I'm not entirdly sureit needsthem to
vomitinthebasns. . ."

Despite himsdlf the man smiled. "Luckily," hesaid. "I have my ownloo."
Hani looked at him.

"For atendants only," he explained carefully.

The girl kept looking and it was the man'sturn to Sigh.

"Through there," he said and pointed to ablank door. "Don't take long. I'm closing up inaminute.”

The girl who entered the first-class carriage wore dark glasses with drop-pearl earrings; and the only
thing that detracted from the look, besides the fact Hani's glasses were too big and blood smudged one
ear (where an earring had been forced through flesh), was atatty rattan cat basket so large it scraped
againg her leg as she walked.

Catching sight of hersalf in awindow Hani wiped away the blood with her finger and thumb and adjusted
her shades.

"|sthat seat taken?'

Theforeigner in the stripy jacket looked so bemused that Hani switched to French and, as she thought,
the seat by the door wasfree. Hani hadn't really expected him to understand Arabic, but Zarainssted its
use was politically essential so Hani tried to remember to useit first. Quite why Arabic should bethe
natural language of North Africawhen amost everyone she met spoke French, Hani wasn't sure.

"Okay," said Hani as she scraiched afingernail againg rattan. "We're here.”

Inside Hani's basket, Ifritah scratched back, meowed noisily and then hurled herself against the grille with
athud, leaving the foreigner looking more bemused than ever.

"Wild cat," Hani said, reaching for its handle. And it was dmogt true. The onething Ifritah wasn't was
house-trained . . .

Even before she stepped onto the platform Hani knew she was going to like Tunis. It had as much history
asEl Isk plus pirates, corsairs and freebooters. Sheredlly didn't understand why the Germans, in
particular, and the Americans hated it so.

"Ready?' Hani asked her basket. Without waiting for Ifritah's answer, Hani pushed herself out of her
seat, dammed down the window of her gtill-moving carriage and swung open the door to ashout of
outrage from aporter on the platform.

Jumping down Hani almost tripped over her new shoes. Really sheldd wanted to keep her trainers, but
dumped them in abin dong with her jeans, T-shirt and hijab . In their place Hani wore a skirt made from
red slk with an embroidered green waistcoat over awhite shirt. Since the silk, velvet and white cotton
were sewn together, the outfit probably counted asadresseveniif it didn't look like one.

On the breast of her green waistcoat Hani had pinned a spray of diamond feathers so impossibly



extravagant they had to be fake. Asthe white shirt left more of her neck bare than Hani redlly liked, shed
borrowed afat row of amber beads from Aunt Nafisa's old leather jewellery box. She knew the beads
weren't of good quality. If they had been, her aunt would have sold them.

Stalking past the scowling porter, Hani worked hard on looking like someone who knew exactly where
she was going. Grown-ups tended only to notice anxiety. So the secret to being invisible was to be seen.
Hani smiled at that, pleased to redize she wasfindly beginning to think like her Uncle Aghraf.

"Okay," shetold Ifritah, "first we send Zara a postcard, thenwefind ataxi . . ."

The postcard bit was easy. Hani had taken afree card from arack in the transAtlas expressand also a
free pen; one of those cheap blue ones too short to write with neatly. It was currently pushed under haf a
dozen rattan strands on Ifritah's basket.

"Table," Hani told hersdlf, looking round the crowded platform. Therewere alot of soldiersat oneend,
plus adozen men in black uniformswith guns who might have been police. Whoever they were, they
were s0 busy watching the soldiers separate people by sex and herd them into atent or under ametal
arch that they forgot to glance at Hani as she did under a barrier and strode towards a café near the
entrance to the station's marble concourse.

"|sthis seat taken?' Thistime the man Hani asked understood Arabic and smiled an old man'ssmileashe
told her it was free. Heleft Hani in peace to scribble her message and no one appeared from insde to
take her order, both of which were a blessing. Message written, Hani thanked the old man for partia use
of histable and headed for a nearby postbox.

Zarawas going to be cross, that much was obvious. She'd been coldly furious when shefirst redlized Raf
was gone without aword and now she'd be more furious still. And not just with Uncle Ashraf.

"Tough." By thetime her card got delivered Hani intended to have found her uncle, delivered the
diamond chelengk , and given him back hisdark glasses. Soif Zaradid turn up in Tunis, sheld never
know that Raf wasn't redlly on asecret mission. Mind you, that would probably just make her more
furiousill.

In the end Hani decided againgt trying to get ataxi. All her notes were too big anyway and she wasn't
redlly surewhere sheneededtogo. . .

Lieutenant Aziz liked station duty. It was undemanding, he got to drink endless cups of hot sweet cocoa
given free by grateful cafés, and there wasalong list of brother officers only too happy to sharethe
work. This meant the lieutenant got to go home on time. Hewasn't ared lieutenant, of course, just some
math student from Bizerte unable to graduate until he'd done nationd service. That wasthe deal. Between
passing hisfinds, which he dready had, and actudly graduating came ayear inthearmy.

That hed been commissioned into the Nationa Guard the same month that he got married was hisown
bad luck. Or bad planning on the part of his mother. Either way, he'd been taking weeks worth of grief
from his colond about his eagernessto snesk off early.

Of course, some of that eagernessreally was about getting back to hisnew bride. Therest of it, well,
politicsweren't histhing but somehow everyone else in the regiment seemed to fed different.

"Excuseme..."



Lieutenant Aziz looked down to see agirl inludicroudy large dark glasses holding arattan basket. She
wore adress that might have belonged to a gypsy princess in some German operetta.

"I'mtrying to find my cousin."

Thegirl looked so seriousthat Aziz amost laughed. Luckily he had ayoung sster and enough imagination
to know that his sister hated people laughing at her. So instead he dropped to a crouch, aware that his
men were watching.

"Areyou log?'

"Not yet." Thegirl looked around her. "But | will be soon if you don't help.”

Aziz smiled. "When did you lose him?' Hetook it for granted that her cousin was mae.
Hani looked blank.

"Your cousin," said the lieutenant.

"He'snot logt,” Hani said. "l just haven't found him yet.”

Lieutenant Aziz paused. "Okay," he said. "Y our cousin was meeting you fromthetrain . . ."
Hani shook her head.

"He didn't expect you to find your own way home?' Aziz |ooked so shocked that Hani reached out and
paited his shoulder without thinking.

"Of course not,” she said. "He doesn't know I'm coming yet.”

"He doexn't. .. 7' Runaways were the responsbility of the Ministry of Public Order, which meant hed
be perfectly justified in handing over the child and walking away. Something the lieutenant knew he
wouldn't be doing.

Aziz garted again.
"Where does your cousin live?
"In the Bardo Pdlace. But he's going to be at Domus Aureatonight.”

Hani wasn't quite certain how to put what happened next but whoever had been smiling out of those eyes
was now hidden. All she got was perfect blankness.

"DomusAurea. . ." Lieutenant Aziz dragged the address out asif uncertain whereit should stop.
"That'sright,” Hani twirled round to show off her outfit. "I've comefor the party.”
"And your cousin. . ."

"Kashif Pasha," Hani said. "Or the Emir, he'saso acousin." She put her head to one side as she thought
about that some more. "Actudly," she said, "everyonesacousn, except Zara. . ."

The lieutenant commandeered a parked taxi by the smple expedient of telling its driver that his passenger
was Emir Moncef's cousin. And having handed the child to aflustered officer at the gates of the Golden
House, Lieutenant Aziz told the taxi to take him home.



CHAPTER 29

Flashback

"So, tdl me..." Accompanying the demand came a mild slap. An aide-memoire, little more. A
warning of what might becomereal. "Why are you really here?"

"To see Prince Moncef." Sally chewed the inside of her lip, hard enough to tear flesh, then spat
the salt taste from her mouth, allowing it to dribble slowly down her chin. "As| already told you.
So why not just fuck off and . . ."

The second slap splashed blood across her cheek, as Sally had known it would. She spat more of
the salt onto her chin, readying herself for another blow.

There were rulesto this game. Hell, there were whole Web sites devoted to handling how to be
guestioned. Not that Sally needed Web sites for instruction. She'd been through the mill for real in
London, Vienna and Florence. She'd got away without questioning in Madrid and never even been
picked up in New York.

In Zurich the police had skipped on questioning and tossed her over the border with a warning
that to return would result in a long prison sentence or worse. A leer from a fat uniform as he told
her this was intended to indicate what might be wor se than several years incarcerationin
Europe's most boring country.

"Enough,” said a new voice. The light in Sally's face went out. A moment later fingers grabbed
her bottom lip and yanked it down.

"Quite the little professional ."

They'd met before on the ridge overlooking the complex. Only this time Eugenie de la Croix wore
black trousers and a white shirt, Jimmy Choo slingbacks and a scarf that did little to hide a
waterfall of dark hair. Her beauty was such that Sally almost forgave the fingers pulling at her
bleeding lip.

"Where did you learn that little trick . . . Seattle?"
"I wasn't in Seattle," Sally replied frominstinct and saw Eugenie grin.

"How about New York?" Although her eyes were amused, Eugenie's hold on Sally'slip tightened
and there was a realness to her questions lacking until then. Eugenie was not the baby-faced
guard she'd replaced. She could, and would, rip apart Sally's mouth. "Well?"

Sally's answer was just about comprehensible.

"Really," said Eugenie, suddenly letting go the lip. " You weren't in New York either?" She
dropped a handful of papers onto a table and stood back so Sally could see. Photocopies of NYPD
reports, mostly. Plus a fat file from a detective agency in Kuala Lumpur. There were also a
handful of flimsies but what Sally noticed first was a P10, request for arrest, issued by MediPol,
the terrorism-clearing group for Southern Europe, the Levant and North Africa.

"Cut off her clothes," Eugenie ordered the puppy-faced recruit, who blinked. "What?" said
Eugenie. "You have a problem with that?"



The recruit shook her head. "No, ma'am.” She glanced between Eugenie and the English girl tied
to a camp chair. "Which end do you want me to start?"

The only remotely painful thing to happen after thisinvolved a caustic lip salve and Eugeni€'s
demand that Sally rinse her mouth out several times with Listerine. What remained of her shorts
and the T-shirt she'd been wearing on arrival were removed, along with the contents of her
pockets, never to reappear.

Having been washed and shampooed in a canvas bath, Sally was handed a cotton towel and told
to dry herself and dress. The robe the young recruit offered Sally was white. The shawl was red,
with tassels and geometric patterns. It took Sally a second to realize that she was meant to put it
on her head.

"Thisiswhat you wanted, isn't it?" Eugenie said, stepping through a curtain that separated the
bath from a room beyond. She was holding a gun, but loosely, like some expensive fashion
accessory.

"What is?"
"To have Moncef Pasha's babies . . ."

The two women looked at each other. Their hard stares holding until it seemed that neither would
break the gaze binding them tight. And then Sally nodded.

"He'sbeen workingon . . ."

"Quite probably,” said Eugenie. "He's always working on some plan.” Her voice was studiedly
dismissive. "Most of them come to nothing. Does your friend know what you intend?"

The woman meant Per, Sally realized. "I doubt it," she said. Driving straight at the soldiers had
been Per's choice. And if the Swede wanted to be that stupid then, once again, that was also his
choice. All Sally wanted to do was meet the pasha and make her offer. Although, looking down at
her gown, Sally realized this wish might be redundant. The man was already one giant step ahead
of her.

Berlin always insisted the al-Mansurs controlled a network of spies that threaded the cities of the
world, corrupting and turning good to bad. Offshore oil provided the means and dogma the
driving force. Camps deep in the desert hid training facilities;, shown only as occasional smudges
against sand in satellite photographs released onHeutein Berlin, usually in the run-up to an ail
summit.

Sally had always dismissed it as so much propaganda. Now she was no longer sure.
"What will happen to Per?"

Eugenie stopped twirling her Colt. "He'll be shot," she said lightly. "Unless Moncef Pasha has a
better idea.” Sally found it hard to work out whether or not the woman was joking.

"Why should humanity change?" Stting next to Sally in the rear seat of a small Soviet attack
helicopter, Eugenie was having trouble making herself heard. "Especially given we're the ones



winning . . ."
"What!"

Eugenie smiled at Sally's outrage and nodded towards the ground. "Kairouan,” she shouted at the
English girl. "Almost there." They were on their way to Tunis, to an annexe of the great mosque
where Moncef Pasha had an iman waiting.

If the Emir's eldest son wanted this woman, then fine. Equally fine if he wanted access to those
precious papers she'd found in New York. But it was as well he'd lacked the time to research her
properly. Eugenie had read Sally Welham'sfiles, copies of the originals. Had her boss understood
that Sally was a card-carrying atheist, he'd never have proposed what was to come next.

Satic crackled in Eugenie's headphones. "I have a message.”
"From Moncef?"

For a second Eugenie wasirritated. "Who else?" she said. "His message is this, The smaller the
lizard the greater its hopes of becoming a crocodile. . . | hope that means something to you
because | doubt it means anything to anyone else.”

Eugenie took a sideways glance at the English girl. Thinner, taller, a little younger than Eugenie
had been expecting from the photographs snatched along the way. Trailing Sally had been
Eugenie's idea from the moment she came to Moncef Pasha's attention. An intrusive foreigner
scouring the Net for awkward information.

A blackbird had followed the woman for much of the most recent trip before fading into the
background with a change of clothes towards the end.

For awhile, early on, Moncef himself had decided that flying a blackbird might work, but even
without having met the target Eugenie could have told him otherwise. No one that desperate to
become Moncef's lover would risk being foolish. Which was why Eugenie steadfastly refused to
believe a single word of Per's story about passionate nights spent with this girl.

"You ready?"
Sally adjusted her headscarf and nodded.

"Wait for the blades to stop," said Eugenie, "then follow me." Ducking under the doorway, she
dropped to a crouch, eyes already scanning La Kasbah for the Zil that would drive them to meet
Moncef Pasha.

"I'll be your interpreter," Eugenie added. "But for the actual marriage you have to make the
responses yourself, in Arabic. They're very simple and I've written them out phonetically on a
piece of card."

CHAPTER 30

Tuesday 1st March

"Quiet," hissed a black-haired boy sitting next to Hani.He stared down at his plate, on which atiny
bird sat in the centre of an elaborate matrix of sauce dribbled into the shape of recurring arabesques. So
far he had yet to touch hismedl.



"Why should I'?" Hani demanded, still not bothering to lower her voice. She wanted to know why her
Uncle Ashraf was not at Domus A urea.and no one seemed ableto tell her. Hani found it hard to believe
he hadn't already achieved what he set out to do. Whatever that was.

It dso hadn't occurred to Hani that her uncle might miss Kashif's party.

Dressed in aslk kaftan with gold embroidery around the neck and wearing aRolex severa sizestoo big,
Murad Pasha glanced nervoudy acrossto where his half brother sat watching them. "My brother doesn't
approve of noise.”

"And | don't approve of the pasha," Hani announced rather too loudly. A grey-haired woman standing
with two Soviet guards behind the Emir glanced acrossto smile. Hani got the feding she didn't like Kashif
ather. "Anyway," Hani sad, "if he preferssilence, why are they here?"

A jerk of her chintook in awhite-robed group who stood dap-bang in the middle of the cruciform dining
room, below an impossibly huge chanddlier. Five of them were chanting while asixth beat timeon a
goatskin drum.

"These are the Emir's choice," Murad Pashasaid, asif that should be obvious. "Those arethe artists
selected by Kashif." He pointed behind him to agroup of nasrani over by afar wall, al dressed in black
suits and white shirts with black bow ties, like Kashif, in fact. One of them carried a Perspex violin, which
he swung loosdly by its neck.

"Gregt," said Hani. "l can't wait."

The boy seemed roughly her age but gtill haf ahead shorter, which made him rather small for eleven. He
had narrow shoulders and girl's wrists and might have been good at running, except he looked far too
sensibleto run anywhere. Everybody else at the top table was talking, but the only time the boy opened
his mouth was to answer one of Hani's questions. The rest of thetime hiseyes did past her to watch
Kashif, the Emir and Lady Maryam.

"Don't you want that?' Hani pointed at hisquail.
Murad shook his head without bothering to ook at her.
"Why not?'

Murad Pashasighed. "I'm vegetarian,” he said. 'l don't approve of killing animas. And I'm only here
under protest.”

"So you don't mind if my cat hasit?'

The areain which they sat had once been a biat bel kabu , theliving quartersfor acorsair and hisfamily.
Shaped like afat, crudely drawn cross, with along downstroke leading to a courtyard, now glassed
over, and the shorter upstroke opening onto asmdller, still-uncovered courtyard where Chef Edvard had
st up hiskitchens, the cruciform room had sidebars that led nowhere.

Intotal there were six archwaysinto the dining room. And in the centre, below the chanddier, three
tables had been positioned, one high table at which sat Murad Pasha and Hani, Kashif, the Emir and
Lady Maryam and two lesser tables, at right anglesto the top table.

The Berber musicians occupied the open space between the three and because they aways faced the
Emir, everyone on the Side tables saw the singers only in profile. Behind the Emir stood Eugeniedela
Croix, flanked by two guardsin jellabas, their striped robes in contrast to the drab uniform of asingle



major who stood behind Kashif Pasha.

Hani didn't recognize Eugenie or anyone el se and was happily unaware that at least one of the men sitting
a asdetable had recognized her.

"Sowho'sthe girl?" Senator Maakoff demanded of his elderly neighbour, a Frenchman famous for
knowing everything about everyone. His enemies, who were legion, would say thiswas because S.
Cloud traded in souls. Hisfriends, of whom there were fewer, limited themselves to describing the
Marquis as the kind of man who never let go afavour or forgave agood deed.

"Thed-Mansur brat."
"But | thought . . ." His American neighbour looked puzzled. "Arent they dl d-Mansur?!

"After afashion,” St. Cloud said heavily, hdping himsdf to oysters flown in from Normandy. Without
thought, he held up aglass and felt itsweight change asawaiter hurriedly filled it with Krug. St. Cloud
made apoint of not noticing servants unless they were both young and beautiful, and then, man or
woman, his charm hit them like prey caught in ahunting light. The sex of his conquests mattered little: as
St. Cloud readily admitted, he was strictly equal opportunity.

"That's Lady Hanaa-Mansur," he explained, returning to the question. " She recently cameinto arather
large sum of money. Courtesy of Hamzah, Quitrimada. . ." Having mentioned North Africas richest man,
. Cloud watched understanding finally reach the American'sface.

"Ahh, yes" said the Senator. "Her uncleis Governor of El Iskandryia. Wasn't heimplicated in that
dreadful .. ."

"Ex-Governor,” St. Cloud said firmly. "He resigned ." Theway the Marquis said this suggested that
Adhraf Bey'sresgnation had been anything but voluntary.

"Wasn't there also something last year about his niece being kidnapped?”

"Apparently,” said the Marquis, draining hisglass. "Something like that. And | have to admit to being
rather surprised to see Lady Hana." Not to mention furious , St. Cloud thought to himsdlf. Quite apart
from the fact he was now unable to gossp loudly about Ashraf d-Mansur, and the Marquis had been
counting on doing precisdly that, St. Cloud had paid hard currency for a complete list of guests, then
paid out again to swap his chair for one two down, less prestigious, obvioudy, but infinitely more useful.

Five thousand dollars had been the cost of getting to sit on Senator Malakoff's | eft rather than hisright.
USdollarswel spent because Maakoff's right ear was perforated, afact known only to its owner, his
doctor and the Marquis de St. Cloud who'd made a point of acquiring his medical records. Apparently
the Senator's partial deafness was the result of arecent diving accident in Bga, Cdifornia. And sincethe
Senator was forbidden to dive by hiswife, who believed held been revisiting his misspent youth with a
progtitutein Tijuana, well . ..

So now the Soviet first secretary wasjuggling the upside of finding himsdlf in abetter seat than expected
with wondering exactly why Americaslatest roving fact finder consstently ignored every comment the
ambassador made.

"I'm having alittle party afterwards" St. Cloud said quietly. "Very sdect. | waswondering if you'd be
interested?’



"A paty?
"Out at Cap Bon. At my house."

The building in question was actually a pal ace erected for an exiled prince of Savoy and S. Cloud's
parties were anything but small. The Marquis was relying on the American to know that. "Y ou, me, some
friends, afew girls. . ."

Hed have mentioned boys but the Senator had voted against repedling legidation outlawing
homosexuality and St. Cloud was not someone to come between aman and his prejudice. At least not
when that someone was retained by some of the biggest oil shippersin theworld.

"Mosily Japanese girls” St. Cloud admitted. "Although | have borrowed arather lovely Mexican, abit
inexperienced but very beautiful.” Thegirl in question, who was actualy Spanish, had been told to keep
that fact to hersdlf.

"Mexican?'
. Cloud nodded. "Lovely girl," he said, "you'll adore her."

After oysters and champagne, Kashif Pashas nod to the two terms he'd spent studying at the Sorbonne,
came wood pigeon stuffed with dates and wrapped in layers of finefilo pastry, so that each mouthful
became an adventure in archaeol ogy.

With the smoked pigeon came awine St. Cloud didn't recognize, tannat and auxerrios, most
prune-flavoured, made from grapes grown in an iron-rich subsoil beneath asun dightly too hot for real
subtlety. One of the Emir's own vineyards probably. Although, if thiswas the case, then St. Cloud wasn't
sure why each bottle was carefully wrapped in alinen tablecloth to hide itslabel.

Thevery fact Emir Moncef served wine outraged haf hisvistors, while the fact he judtified this by
quoting JAauddin Rumi, rather than relying on timeworn arguments of modernization and rationdity,
worried the other half.

St. Cloud looked to where the old man sat silent at the top table, trapped between his son and the wife
he hadn't seen for decades. Thiswas, everybody understood, an important moment of reconciliation.
Getting father, son and wife into the same room had taken high-level negotiation and no one quite
understood why the Emir had finaly agreed.

"God he looks miserable,” Senator Malakoff said, noticing St. Cloud's gaze.

"Wouldn't you?' said . Cloud. He glanced pointedly at Lady Maryam whose moon face was dmost
hidden beneath aslk hijab. There was no doubting that she was amost aswide as shewastall.

Senator Ma akoff nodded. Y es, he could honestly say held be miserableif that was hiswife. "How much
more of this do we have to endure?' he asked the Frenchman.

"Hours" said the Marquis. "Weve only just begun.”

Which wasn't grictly true. Aswell asthe guest list, St. Cloud had seen the menu and, provided one
discounted the palate-cleaning offering of sorbet and the snails, goat's cheese and fresh figs which were
to be served lagt, the number of courseswas limited to five, since wild trout and rabbit were dueto arrive
smultaneoudy as were baklava and baked Alaska.

"Hours?" The Senator looked so sick that St. Cloud smiled. Aswell as partid deafness the man suffered



from anotorioudy weak bladder; aserious flaw in someone charged with establishing contact with the
party of Kashif Pasha.

St. Cloud knew about that too . . .

Clicking hisfingersfor awaliter, the Marquis whispered something in the boy's ear, leaning rather closer
than was necessary and watched the waiter scurry off, reappearing seconds later with an empty
jeroboam of champagne.

"Aissinthis" St. Cloud said, placing the bottle besde the Senator's chair. "That's what most of usdo.”

Pigeon was replaced by lamb roasted in charcodl, testicles till hanging from each guitted carcass like fat
purses. Each table got two of the animals. Enough to enable every guest to reach forward and pinch
fingers of hot meat without having to stretch. Unnoticed by most guests, the Sufi dancers gaveway to a
shaven-headed young man backed by atrio of nasrani jazz musicians dressed in black. Each note that
ululated through the dining room had a haunting quaity that filled S. Cloud with fedings of lossand
regret. The Marquis hated it asamatter of principle.

"He'sgood,” said Hani.

"Who is?" Murad Pasha spoke though amouthful of roast peppers. He was fastidioudly picking divers of
vegetable from the dish on which the lamb sat, hisfingers getting so soiled and greasy that hed
abandoned his napkin and taken to using the edge of the tablecloth instead.

"The Sufi."
"Ishe?'
Hani looked & her cousin, who shrugged.

"How would | know?" Murad demanded. And there was a sadness to his words at odds with the wry
amilethat lit hisface. No boy should have eydashesthat long, Hani decided before considering his
question.

Knowing such things came naturally to Hani and so sheld never stopped to wonder how she knew.
Reading was part of the answer. She did alot of that. And questions. Aunt Nafisaawaystold her she
asked too many of those. But mostly she just made connections. Adding one fact to another to arrive at a
third that was obviousin retrospect.

"Our porter,” she said carefully, "hesa Sufi and thisis hiskind of music. Also my Uncle Ashraf . . "
Murad Pasharaised dark eyebrows. Hed heard all about Lady Hana's uncle. "He's a Sufi too?”

"Possibly," said Hani with ashrug. "They likethe same music. | wasgoing to say that redly he's. . ." She
lowered her voice and the boy bent closer, head tilting so that Hani could whisper; but the truth about the
sons of Lilith went unspoken as one of the guards behind the Emir suddenly yelled.

And grabbed for hisautomatic.
"Emir."

Time dowed and within its downess Hani watched the Sufi raise arevolver, thumb back the hammer and
let go, thetrigger being dready depressed. Hisfirst shot drilled the bodyguard through his still-open



mouth. Blood and splinters of vertebrae exiting in avivid splash from the back of Nicolai Dobrynin's
neck.

"No..."

Murad's scream broke time's crawl and in the accel eration that followed Hani saw the grey woman try to
throw herself across Moncef just as his other bodyguard decided to do the same. Flame flared again
from the Sufi's muzzle, there was acrack of gunfire and, in the utter silence, Eugenie and the second
Soviet guard tumbled together. Asfor the man with the gun, a shot from behind dropped the Sufi where
he stood.

All thistook maybe a second. Perhaps fractionally less.

Murad Pashawas till rising from his chair when Hani grabbed him and tipped hers back, their chairs
hitting the floor with an impact that knocked wheét little was | eft of the boy's shout from his body.

"Stay down," said Hani.
Murad shook his head.
"Youll bekilled."

"Look," Murad said, as he snatched free hiswrist, "No one's shooting at you or me. It's my father they
want to murder. Okay?' The boy's scramble to stand upright ended abruptly, when Hani grabbed one
ankle and yanked hard.

She didn't mean to let go, but the moment Murad's other foot raked across her knucklesinstinct cut in,
and by the time sheld taken her hand from her mouth Murad was on hisfeet, looking for hisfather, who
appeared to be missing.

Hani swore. Bad swearing. The kind Zara used when she thought no one was there. But Hani clambered
to her own feet al the same, trying to stay low 0 bullets went over her head, if there were any more
bullets

Which was how she came to see adistant waiter, thin and white jacketed with a staff tag that read
Hassan wrestle a Browning hiPower from atuxedoed musician.

"Shoot him," barked the officer who'd stood behind Kashif Pasha. Hani wasn't sure which one he was
talking about either. "Doit," Mgor Jda inssted. When no one moved the mgjor drew hisown
automatic. Only Mgjor Jaa never got to pull the trigger because one second the waiter and musician
were struggling and then they werent.

For amoment the waiter just stood, watching the other man crumple and then he retreated towards the
outside kitchens, Browning hiPower Hill in his hand and muzzle pointing firmly a Mgor Jald's head.

A parting shot over the head of the crowd kept Kashif's guests from rushing after him. The metdlic clunk
that followed was the waiter ramming a spit between handles on the other side of the courtyard door.

""Shoot out the hinges," Kashif Pasha ordered.
"No," said an older voice. "Not before securing the room."

Hani knew without looking that sheld just heard the first words Emir Moncef had uttered al evening. It
was agrey-haired, sted-eyed kind of voice. Onethat dlowed for little compromise. Although that didn't



stop Kashif Pashafrom pushing Mgor Jala towards the blocked door.

"Doit..."

"We said no." Moncef's words were firm. Far firmer than the steps that carried him back into the room.
"That exit could be booby-trapped. Either wait for abomb squad or send someone round to check from
the other side.” The Emir addressed his remarksto everybody but most guests understood, as did Kashif
Pasha, that the rebuke was aimed at him aone.

"But..."

"Do what HisHighness says." Hat asaline showing cardiac arres, the voice came from behind Moncef.
The woman to whom it belonged was neat, compact and had skin the colour of ripe aubergine. A single
pip on her shoulder gave Fleur Gide's rank as lieutenant. The gun she carried was aHeckler & Koch,
capable of 850 rounds aminute. She carried it low 0 it raked across everyone in sight, even her
commander.

"| thought we agreed . . ." Kashif's voice was harsh.

"And we thought you promised to provide adequate security,” said the Emir, hisface hollow with grief.
"Nicolai and Alex are dead. And our oldest companion.” He stared down at the grey-haired woman
killed with a.45, one that had drilled through her ribs and till held enough velocity to kill the guard who
had been standing behind her. Shelay in acloak of blood on awhite floor, eyes till open.

Leaning heavily on his cane, the Emir knelt to close the woman's eyes himsdlf, muttering a prayer for the
dead.

Kashif Pashawas shocked to redlize hisfather was crying, in public and openly. Over two Soviet guards
and a nasrani mercenary. In the circumstances the only thing he could do wasignore the fact. "Where's
my mother gone?' he demanded.

"| took her to safety,” said Lieutenant Gide. "As| did your father when the shooting arted. Those were
madame 's orders, should the need arise." Her gaze made it clear that the madame to whom she referred
was the elderly woman dead on the floor. Kashif Pashaignored her. "Arrest everyonein the kitchens,” he
told Mgjor Jad. "Before they run away."

"And just why would they do that?' the Emir asked.

"Becausethey're nasrani, " Kashif Pashasaid through gritted teeth. "Because one of them just shot an
undercover member of military intelligence.”

"Undercover? | thought we'd agreed . . ."

Kashif Pasha scowled at hisfather's mimicry and the Emir smiled. "Arrest them if you mugt," he said, "but
release them afterwards.” He held up one hand to stop his son from interrupting. "Understand me. None
of them are to disappear.”

CHAPTER 31

Wednesday 2nd March



Hani, three seats away from wher e Eugenie got shot, eyeslocking on his, too frightened to be
puzzled a not recognizing aface so familiar.

Raf reran that sequencein his head, letting Alex, Nicolai and Eugenie tumble endlesdy in timeto hisown,
real-world punches. To turn back like this, to attack an enemy was probably the last thing anyone
hopel esdy outnumbered was meant to do . . . But then, asheéd spent alifetimeteling himsdf, Raf wasn't

anyone.

He was the guy with an eight-thousand-line guarantee and weird-shit eyes, batlike hearing and a sense of
smell acute enough to revolt adog. A man with pixe-perfect memory for every last one of those bits of
hislife he was able to remember. And ice-cold gaps where the rest should be.

Samming the soldier's head against awall, Raf lowered alimp body to the ground and began stripping it.
The tunic was too tight across Raf's shoulders and the trousers short. The boots were good, though, and
the cap fitted. After dressing the conscript in his discarded trousers, shoes and shirt (the waiter'stunic
having aready been dumped), Raf dragged the unconscious man into podition against an dley wall.

"Drunk," said Raf as he stood over the body. He sounded disgusted but not quite disgusted enough.
Pushing hisfingers down his own throat, he retched across the other man's chest and down into hislap.
Alcohol and scraps of food stolen from serving plates being taken back into the kitchens.

"Who'sthat?' demanded avoice. An NCO stood behind him in the entrance to the dley. Ahead of them
both was a side door into the Domus Aurea.

"Somefilthy drunk,” Raf said and kicked the body.

Crigindly, way back, the dar had been built for some half-Alicantean taifa . I sabeau had told Ref its
history asthey both helped Chef Edvard set up his makeshift kitchen in asmal yard off the bait bel kebu
. The red-and-white horseshoe arches that provided access to the dining room, the carved capitalsin
Mudgar style, gilded stucco mugarnas work acrossthe ceiling, the intricate, impossibly complex tiling.
All had been purchased with the spoils of piracy. It was like discovering that Dick Turpin held up
stagecoaches because he had a passion for snuffboxes and French enamd . . .

"Keep looking," ordered the NCO.
"Yes, gr," Raf said.

There were days now--whole days, sometimes days that ran into each other--when Ashraf Bey
understood that he'd created the fox. What had happened when he was seven was his responsibility
aone. He had chosen to walk out across that girder, the soles of his school dippers melting with every
step. Just as held chosen to stedl afox cub from its cage and hide in the attic. Not knowing that the fire
he'd set would reach hishiding place. And certainly not knowing it would burn down hiswhole schoal.

He'd wanted to destroy the biology building. An ugly block of cheap polycrete faced with pine datslike
sometatty ski lodge. That was where the animal experiments were done. Where frogs were dissected
and roadkill skinned to revedl underlying muscle structure. Where held been made to peg out the pdlt of a
badger and rub st into stinking leather, having first scraped it so thin that in placesit looked dmost

trand ucent. "What's doneisdone," Raf told himsalf and headed into another alley, stopping a adoor to
kick it open. "So why cry?' The question was rhetorical, Raf accepted that. But he answered it al the
same.

"No reason."



He was beginning to see how it worked. Every question held ever asked the fox he answered for himsdlf.
Pulling information from memory to provide those dlinicaly precise, unhe pful answers. Swesting the smal
stuff to make the big stuff go away. Hislife had been one long refusal to take the real facts and make
them add up.

Raf searched the house swiftly, five rooms on three floors, saying nothing to the frightened inhabitants. On
hisway out he shook hishead at a couple of conscripts on their way in. "Empty,” Raf told them. "No one
hiding."

Why was he upset? Good question.

Tiri had been kept in awire cage at the rear of the biology block. Most of the smaller animaslived
ingde. Hamsters and rats, mice bred for so many generations that generations of biology masters had lost
count. A black widow spider permanently catatonic with cold. Sickly stick insects. Guppiesin water
thicker than fog. And asingle, magnificent Siamese fighting fish, al broken finsand ragged tail.

Raf freed the rats and shook the stick insects onto grass at the front of the block. Thishad seemed likea
good idea at thetime. Although later, looking down from hisburning attic at fire trucks lining up on the
lawn he realized he hadn't given them abetter life at dl. He hadn't known what to do with the fish so he
removed most of the water from the guppies because their tank was dirtier than that of the Samese
fighting fish, then tipped onetank into the other. If Raf couldn't free the fighting fish he could &t least give
it adecent medl.

Hed never liked guppies anyway.

Some soldier had lit the spotlights around Domus Aurea but these only did what they were meant to do,
threw walsinto rdlief or picked out aspects of architectura interest.

There were trucks on the road beyond the meding, circling the old city wallswith soldiers hanging from
their open doors. Kashif Pashas men. All of them searching for him. A grinding of gearscamefrom a
sguare ahead, more trucks arriving for the hunt. From Raf's |eft came shouted orders. Farther away, to
his right, beyond alow line of workshops, more orders, more shouting. Engines racing and truck doors
that dammed.

Thiswas no way to track afugitive. Even without the fox Raf knew that. Or rather he knew that without
needing the fox, because he was the fox. One and the same. Separated not at birth but standing on that
burning girder. What Raf knew (such asit was), he knew for himself and in himsdlf. Just as Raf knew that
he needed to get out there. To become himsdlf. A man with respongbilitiesand alife.

And if not aman, then whatever hewas.
PART TWO

CHAPTER 32

Wednesday 2nd March

On thedirt track a group of huntersstruggled with adead boar. They had its carcasslashed to a
pole and dung between two of their party. A third man had a Ruger across his back and carried therifles
of thefirst two, one dung under each arm. Behind those three walked two more men, rifles ported across
their broad chests.



Gravel crunched beneath their boots and each wore aloden coat with broad belt, tweed plus fours and
long woollen socks.

Every last one of them watched the Bugatti Royae grind past. All their guns had telescopic sghtsand
featured extended magazines that came only as an (expensive) optiona extra. The man at the back had
two dead rabbits hanging from his belt.

"Season ends in about three weeks," said Hani. She waved to the hunters, who stared back, eyes hard.
The Buggatti, one of only seven ever made, had been climbing for the last five minutes towards a distant
farmhouse that kept vanishing behind the hill. The track over which it rattled was rough, edged with thorn
and afew bare oaks unwilling to accept that spring was due.

"Thereitis..."

Thick walls washed white under aroof of red pantiles. Windows kept small to protect the insde from
winter winds. Protecting the glass were oak shutters, their wood stripped bare by winter frost and
summer heat. A hunting lodge redly, built by awine shipper from Cahors. It could have been lifted
wholesae from the Lot valley and set down amid the pines and oaks of Ifrigiyas rugged north coast.

Itsorigina owner was long dead. His marble tomb was decaying in acolonia churchyard where a
pubescent angel stood guard over hisfina resting place, her downcast eyes at odds with the plumpness
of her body and the thinness of her robes. Now she waited, rendered wingless by vandals, an atrocity
victimwaiting for eternity.

Claude Bouteloup began hislife as apeasant farmer and ended it abaron, gold having dug deep enough
to discover aprevioudy overlooked family title. Thewals of hisold home remained lined with heads
taken from the boar held shot in the Northern Tell. Animplausible spread of horns over the main door
stood memory to his plan to reintroduce aurochs, afew of which gtill roamed the hills, but fewer by the
yedr.

All this Hani read out to Murad and Raf as her uncle yanked the Bugaiti's fourteen-foot wheel base round
atight bend in the dirt road while trying to ignore adrop that fell away to awhite, sorm-fed river far
below.

"Put the book down," Raf told her. "Before you make yoursdlf fed sick.”

"Too late," said Hani. She flicked backwards for afew pages, then flicked forward. "This guide doesn't
say who ownsit now," she complained, skim-reading the entry again.

"It wouldn't," said Raf.

Thefirg clue that thiswasn't just another hunting lodge came at the gates. These looked norma until Raf
got close enough to see otherwise. Tiny camerastracked his arrival, watching from stone gateposts
where they were bolted discreetly between the open claws of granite eagles.

Micromesh, fine enough to be virtudly invisible, lined the far Sde of the gate's flowing wrought iron. Its
heavy, old-fashioned lock was eectronic. Cracking paint covered hingesthat Raf waswilling to bet
conformed to some exacting military standard he didn't even know existed.

"Y ou step out of the car,” said Murad. "And then someone opensthe gatesif they likethelook of you. .
. I've been here before," he added, without glancing up from histoy NinjaNizam. Hani and he had spent
from Tunisto Bizerte arguing about whether or not action figureswere childish.

Hani kept on saying they were. Until finally Murad announced that as Hani did nothing but play with a



stupid cat, her opinion didn't count.
"Ifritah's not atoy."
"Did | say shewas?'

After that came blessed silence, from Bizerte to just past Cap Serrat, where Raf turned the Bugatti off the
crumbling blacktop onto something that barely quaified astrack. The Ettore-Bugeatti-built coupé
Napoleon had been a present from the Prince Imperia in Paristo the Emir's grandfather and, until Raf
clamed it, had been garaged in amews at the back of the Bardo Palace.

No one had dared to stop Raf from commandeering the 275bhp, 12.8-litre monster. But then, from the
chamberlain who ran the nearly empty pa ace to the uniformed sailor who first saw ablond notablein
shades and black Armani suit striding towards its main door, no one had known how to treat Ashraf
d-Mansur a all.

Finding anew suit had been as easy askicking in the window of a boutique opposite Ibn Khaldoun's
satuein Place dela Victoire, about three hundred paces from Bab € Bahar. By then, dawn'scal to
prayer had come and gone and only isolated trucks still circled the medinalike flies disappointed by the
qudity of their medl. The boutique was very degant, with awide range of supposedly embargoed
Western goods, but it should have spent more on security.

On hisway out Raf met a handful of other looters on their way in. They liked his suit too. In fact they
liked it so much he went back to point out the appropriate rack. And it was only after he | eft the second
time that he put on the shades held taken to match, casually ditching his chegp contactsinto a storm
drain.

An hour'swalk from 1bn Khaldoun's statue had taken him to the edge of the Bardo. A complex of
origina buildingswith rambling faux a Andalus additions, the Bardo featured palaces built on paaces, the
bedrooms of one situated over the reception rooms of another until the different parts ran together into
oneimpossible mess.

No one had ever cata oged its contents. Records even differed as to the number of rooms. And each
attempt at rationalization made mattersworse. Although it was widdly agreed among architectural
historians that the rebuilding of 1882, during which medieva mashrabiyas were replaced with sash
windows along one whole side, was undoubtedly alow point.

All the same, the Bardo complex still counted as the most recogni zed facade in North Africa. One result
of an old etching featuring in the opening creditsof A Thousand Flowers , along-running, widely
syndicated Turkish soap based in the nineteenth-century harem of Ahmed Bey, where athousand
concubines languished under the guard of five eunuchs, played by bad Sudanese women.

No men were ever seen. And athough some flower would occasiondly be plucked from her languid
divan and sent through the Door , she would return an episode later, usualy in a state of unspecified
bliss, distraught or just more worldly-wise.

Gossp, treachery and friendship, the plot ran regular asceestid tram lines. Itsavid following the
by-product of the originator's desire to draw her cast from a dozen nationalities, as Ifrigiya's beys had
filled their haremswith avariety of Egyptians, Turks and Southern Europeans, mostly captured daves.

Various bearded Jesuits were sent, both in redlity and in the soap. And indeed, in redlity one such



missionary spent three years camped in awing of the Bardo Palace waiting for an audience that never
actualy came; despite an invitation from abey devoted to the memory of his nasrani mother.

Now the Bardo was home to the world's largest collection of Carthaginian mosaics, an unquantifiable
number of bad Victorian paintings and Kashif Pasha, hisretinue and his mother. (With only Kashif's
direct apped to the Emir ensuring that Lady Maryam and he were alocated different sections of the
crumbling complex.)

No flag flew from the mast over the main gate when Raf arrived, which meant no adult member of the
a-Mansur family was currently at home.

"Weé're closed.” The young sailor guarding the gate held hisrifle dung across his chest, the way those on
guard dways did. Hisface was set. And only his eyesreveded uncertainty.

Raf hated, smiled . . . Made aminute adjustment to his maroon Versacetie. "Good morning,” he said.
"I'd like to see your commander.”

Sailor and notable stared at one another. Although al the sailor saw was himsdlf reflected in the
blankness of Raf's new shades.

"Now," Raf added, his voice polite but firm. Hed once watched his school doctor use just that mixture of
courtesy and menace on Raf's Swiss headmaster.

"| don't have acommander.”
Raf sighed. "Then get whoever you do have," he suggested.

Leaving his pogt, the boy vanished through asmall door cut into one of two double doors behind him.
Endless heavy nails had been hammered into both to form repetitive patterns which, to Raf's eye, looked
out of place againgt the delicacy of the pink marble columns supporting the arch into which the doors
were set.

With ashrug, Raf stepped through the arch after him and found himsdlf in a courtyard.

"Y ou | eft the door open,” Raf pointed out, when the returning guard opened his mouth to complain.
Behind the boy Raf saw agrey-haired man in blue uniform raise his eyesto heaven.

"Morning, Chief," Raf said.

The derly Petty Officer nodded. And in that nod was everything he felt about using untrained conscripts
as guards and about notables who turned up at dawn, expecting to be shown round the Bardo.

"The paaceis shut, Excellency.”

"I know." Raf knew nothing of the sort, but that wasn't redlly the point. Straightening up, he adjusted his
cuffsamost without thinking. "'I'm Ashraf d-Mansur," he said, "the Emir's middle son. 1've been asked to
investigate last night's attack on my father.”

"Attack?'
Raf didn't bother to reply.
"Soitwas. .." TheNCO'svoicefatered.

"| think you'd better introduce meto your commander,” Raf said and stepped farther into a courtyard



overlooked by fifty sashed windows and a dozen balconies. The European kind.
Helooked around him. "My father here?'

The old man shook his head.

"Lady Maryam?"

Another shake and aquick suck of yelowing teeth.

"Okay," said Raf. "How about Kashif Pasha?'

The NCO opened his mouth, then shut it again. Had the pasha been in residence then, aswell as having
the a-Mansur flag flying, that gate would have been guarded by Kashif's own soldiersinstead of raw
recruits. Asit was, Kashif's men were rumoured to be busy, making wide-ranging arrests.

The one person Raf did find was Hani, although he found Ifritah first, scooping the grey kitten up from a
tiled floor and tossing it over his shoulderslike astole.

"Hey," shouted ayoung girl who did through adoor and kick stopped, leaving asmear of burned leather
on the marble under her hed. "That'smy . . ."

Shetook alook at the man facing her.
"Oh," she said crosdy, "you're back."
"No," said Raf, "I've been here for days. Y ou'rethe onewho'sjust arrived.”

"l was here yesterday," Hani said. "Y ou can ask him." She pointed to adoor through which ayoung boy
appeared. He was dressed in a blazer and had a striped tie quite as smart as the one Raf wore.

"Murad a-Mansur?' said Raf and watched the boy glance round before nodding. They both knew what
was missing from the picture. "Where's your bodyguard?' Raf asked.

"Kashif Pashadoesn't think | need one.”

"Because no nwould want to kill achild?' Raf's voice madeit obvious what he thought of that.
"That wasn't what | said." Shrewd eyes watched the newcomer. " Or what he meant.”

"Murad'smy cousin,”" Hani announced.

"Andthisismy niece," said Raf, nodding to Hani. "'l do apologize.”

The boy looked between them. "Thenyoure. .. ?'

"Aghraf Bey," said Raf. "Y our half brother, her uncle and the new Chief of Police.”

At the bey'ssdethe NCO froze, hisreflex reptilian. Almost asif tillness could put awall up around his
thoughts. All it did was draw Raf's attention.

"You," Raf said to theman. "Tdl mewhat youveheard . . ."

"Heard, Y our Excdlency?'



"Outsde, you said, Soitwas. .. Thequestion s, so it was what? "
"The Army of the Naked," said the man, hisvoice hesitant. "My chief said they'd carried out an attack.”

"That'salie," Murad Pashasaid. And blushed when the NCO gazed a him in surprise. "I've got aradio,”
he explained hurriedly. "A Radiotechnika Atlas . Thekind that getsal the sations.. . . A birthday
present from the Soviet ambassador,” Murad added, asif owning aradio needed explanation. "The AN
absolutely deny having anything to do with the attack.”

"They have aradio station?' Hani asked.

"A pirate gation," Murad stressed. "Which changes frequency every night. Y ou haveto look for it."

Hani nodded. "Zards brother has apirate Sation,” she said. "But Avatar only hasto change every week."
"Whose's Zara?'

"My unclesmistress,” said Hani, then stared in bewilderment at the elderly NCO who suddenly broke
into acoughing fit.

"The AN want to overthrow the government,” Murad said. "But they didn't try to kill my father." A
tremblein hisvoicewasthe first Sgn Raf had sensed that the boy was not nearly as composed as he
wanted to appear.

"| thought you said you were in the government?' Hani sounded puzzled.

"Minigter for Education,” Murad agreed. "Also for archaeology. Kashif's everything € se gpart from
bioscience and technology. The Emir kept those for himsaif.”

"Did you seethe attack?' Raf demanded.

Murad nodded. "Wewerethere" hesaid. "l wasinvited and Hani invited hersaf. We sat next to Kashif
Pashaas it happened.”

"When what happened?' Raf asked.

"Someone tried to shoot the Emir," said Hani. "Eugenie died saving him. And two guards, a Sufi and a
musician. Now everyonesarguing about . . ."

"Who tried?"

Hani paused. Sheld got older without him noticing, Raf redized. More confident. A little bit taler. He
tried to remember back to that age and couldn'.

"Wdl," said Murad, "therewasthiswaiter."

"You cant gointhere." The birdlike woman was out of her seat before Raf got halfway to the door of
Kashif Pashdsinner office.

"Tdl meabout it," Raf said tiredly. Peopletdling him where he couldn't go was getting to be something of
arefrain. He kept walking and the woman dropped her hand, asif sheld somehow just scalded her
fingersonthe cloth of hisdeeve.



Used to wielding power but resigned to it lways belonging to someone else, the woman fell back on
formality. "Can | ask if you have an appointment?*

"I don't need one," said Raf. "Police busness." He pulled aleather cardholder from his pocket and
flipped it open, flashing an identity card he'd taken off Kashif's unconscious soldier. It was shut again
before her eyes even had time to focus.

"Weéll, he'snot here." Thewoman's hair beneath her scarf was thinning and deep lines dashed down both
gdesof athin mouth. The world had not been kind to her. "So you'll till have to come back."

"Even better," said Raf, hand aready turning an enamel door knob. "That gives me achanceto search his
office"

"Youcan't..."
"What's your name?' Raf asked her.
"Lelad-Hasan. I'm the pashas private secretary.”

"Get yourself another job then," Raf told her, not unkindly, and shut Kashif's door behind him, shooting
itsbolt.

The décor could go either way. High Arabesque, which got called Moorish in guidebooks, or ersatz
European, which usually meant oak panels, dark furniture and oil paintings. Those were the default
optionswhen it came to North African government buildings. There was athird aternative, of course,
Sesttle Blond was what you got if you fed old Scandinavian through late-period Edo, but pae kdimsand
steam-shiaped ash was never going to be Kashif Pashasthing.

What Raf found was High Arabesque. An office centred around an aabaster fountain so massive that this
bit of the Bardo had to be last century despite the obvious antiquity of the horseshoe arch surrounding its
door. No floor underpinned with anything but steel could have supported that weight. Beyond the
fountain began carpets, large and probably priceless; obscured by afaded leather ottoman and a couple
of wing chairs. And againgt the farthest wall, beneath awindow o0 vast it needed sandstone pillars down
the middle to support it, stood an office desk, notable only for its ordinariness.

Raf read the subtext in asingle glance. Look at the magnificence imposed upon me by birth. Notice how
modest my own expectations. Contrast the two and be aware of my modernity. And it must work,
because haf of Europe regarded Kashif Pashaas Ifrigiyas up-and-coming saviour.

The only thing missing from the room was a portrait of the Emir and it didn't take aman of Raf'stalentsto
read that. Although he read the subtext bel ow the subtext, that suggested that while Kashif was ambitious
he lacked advisersto help him plan his moves with subtlety.

But then lack of subtlety was never a problem when dedling with Paris, Washington or Berlin. Particularly
Belin.

None of Kashif's desk drawers were locked. Which either said look how open | am, or else, sogreat is
my power no locks are needed to protect my privacy. Alternatively it might have been because there was
nothing in the desk of the dightest Significance.

No state papers or smoking gun. Not even a bottle of Jm Beam or a Hustler imported under diplomatic
sed. Mind you, Raf had expected little less. Hed visited Kashif's office for one reason only: torettlea
few bars and see what tried to bite.



And to judge from the hammering at the door he was about to find ouit.

Opening the door was one option; letting whoever was on the other side smash apart original
ninth-century panels was another.

"Wait," Raf ordered, voice hard.
On the other side of the antique door the hammering ceased.

Raf took histimeto walk acrossthe office, but then, given the size of Kashif Pasha's room, thiswas not
unreasonable.

"Right," said Raf, dipping back the bolt. "It's open.”

Two men in bottle-green uniforms came tumbling into the room. They had heavy moustaches, light
stubble and hard glares. One glance at the glowering pasha behind them showed where that ook
originated.

"Up againg thewall," the thinner of the two barked. "Now."

Raf shook hishead. "Y ou can go," hetold the man. "Take your fat friend and shut the door. | want to
talk to my brother." That got their attention. Got the attention of Kashif Pashaaswll.

Ashraf Bey stepped forward and held out hishand. "Thiswon't takelong," he told Kashif Pasha. "I need
to ask afew questions about last night's shooting.”

"Youneed..." Despite himsdlf, Kashif Pashas eyes did to the chelengk recently pinned to Raf's lapdl.
Such exalted signs of Stambul’'s favour were rare. Given only to victorsin battle and those who had
rendered personal service to the Ottoman throne.

"Who areyou?"'

"Adhraf d-Mansur,” said Réf, letting his hand drop. " Acting on behdf of the Emir." Which was dmost
true. He'd been asked to act by Eugenie, who'd led him to believe that this was the Emir's suggestion.
Close enough to count. He shrugged. "1 thought you'd like to befirst,” said Raf. "Before | track down
your guests.”

"That won't be necessary," said Kashif Pasha crossly. "Everyone who should be has aready been pulled
infor questioning. My men were arresting peopledl last night.”

"Everyonewho should be. . . 7' Raf raised his eyebrows.
Kashif Pashas nod was abrupt. Furious.
"So you've questioned the Marquis de St. Cloud?”

"Dont beridiculous." Kashif'sfingers were knotted into fists. Although Raf doubted if the man even
redlized that. "The Marquisis apersond friend.”

"How about Senator Ma akoff? Ambassador Radek?' Raf was enjoying himsdlf. "Or are you carefully
ignoring anyone important . . ."

A crowd had gathered in the outer office and through the door he could see Kashif Pasha's secretary, her
face twisting with anxiety asaman in agrey suit attempted to comfort her. Behind them hovered a
handful of clerks.



Thiswas exactly what Raf had needed mogt, an audience.
"S0," sad Raf, "why haven't you questioned the Marquis?'

"What are you suggesting?" Kashif Pasha stepped in close, like someone facing down an enemy but
Raf knew different. Once, longer ago than he remembered, a Rasta on remand in the samejail ashim had
explained about clinches. They were where weak fighters hid when seeking protection, nothing more.

"l don't know," said Raf. "Why don't you tell me."

CHAPTER 33

Wednesday 2nd March

"Why did Kashif's soldierswalk you to the car?" Therewas something in Murad'svoice that said
he'd been mulling over this question for most of the trip. Which he had. He'd been trying to decide if
asking it would be rude.

"Noidea," said Raf and pulled the borrowed Bugatti into a parking space in front of the farmhouse and
cut theengine.

Behind him Hani snorted but Raf ignored her. He was too busy watching Murad in the rearview mirror.
Everything from eye colour to skin hue was different. The boy had narrower shouldersthan Raf. A softer
face. And thick dark hair instead of the fine ash blond that made Raf so visble. But there was something
lostin hisface, the same closed-down expression and the boy even chewed hislip in the same way.

Only Raf's squint was missing. His habitua reaction to trying to see without shades. Those had come
later, after the second round of operationsin Zurich. Besides, the dark glasses were meant to be a
temporary fix, Raf could remember being told thét.

"You okay?' he asked the boy.

"Sure." Murad shrugged. "Why not?' And in away Murad wastelling the truth. For atwelve-year-old
who'd recently seen four people murdered he was doing fine, especidly as one of them was awoman
he'd known dl hislife. Opening the Bugatti door, Murad stepped out onto gravel. It was the only way he
could avoid more questions. . .

"Y ou know," Raf told Fleur Gide, stepping through the front door, "my brother thinks Berlin turned that
Sufi”

"Berlin, Y our Highness?' Mgor Gide looked genuinely shocked. "l assumed it was Washington or
Paris"

Sheld been the one to take the decision to | et the Bugatti through the gate. A respongbility that fell to her
as Eugeni€stemporary replacement. Fleur Gide was as ambitious as the next specia forces officer but
this was one promotion she would happily have done without.

"Someone turned him, you agree?' said Raf. "And you don't haveto cal me Highness. I'm an Excdllency
at themodt. If that . . ."

The newly promoted officer nodded doubtfully.
"Word on the street has the Sufi working for Kashif Pasha," Raf said. "Only that'swrong. Well, itis



according to my brother."

Mentioning that the nearest held got to checking the word on the street waslistening in while Murad
Pasha scanned a dozen pirate stations seemed inappropriate. A twelve-year-old princeling lacked
something as an information source when deding with Ifrigiyas new head of intelligence, temporary or
not.

Rough flagstones covered ahall that made do without carpets. On the walls, sporting prints showed stags
at bay and scenes from aduck shoot. There was afireplace, carved from granite and featuring an ornate
coat of armswith two of the quarterings themsdlves showing quarterings. Above the mantel hung asmple
mirror while flames danced in the hearth below, filling the ground floor of Eugeni€'s old house with the
scent of burning pinecones.

A thickset, bgewdled woman stood in front of Raf and refused even to glance a the prints on the walls.
Only aboar's head mounted onto a mahogany shield with the date 1908 engraved onto an ornate silver
label below drew any reaction. Lady Maryam shuddered every time she accidentdly turned in that
direction.

"| came because duty demanded it,” Lady Maryam said heavily. And Raf knew he was being warned not
to judge her by the objectsto be found in the house.

"Sometimes," said Raf, "that'sall you can do."

He'd heard the other version. The one where Mgor Gide bundled the Emir into acar to get him to
safety. Only to have Lady Maryam clamber in the other side and refuse to budge. What upset Mgjor
Gide most was her certain knowledge that Eugenie would have had no hesitation about dragging the
sullen overweight princess from the car and leaving her in the courtyard. And that was before factoring in
the Emir'sfury that sheld alowed Lady Maryam to travel with them while leaving Murad, hisfavourite
son, behind.

"Wait here" said Lady Maryam, "while | seeif my husband isawake."

Tracking her footsteps across flagstones, Raf followed them up aflight of stairs and across bare boards.
Theknock at adistant door was surprisingly gentle.

A creak of hinges died when the door shut, leaving Raf with awaterfdl of near slences, none of them
sgnificant because they were not what Raf listened for. Below the clatter of dishes on awork surface and
the smdl-arms pop of water pipes stretching, he heard the rustle of wind through a pine tree beyond the
window. Thewings of an owl. Slow and methodica. And under thisthe claws of arat scurrying across
the gravd at the front of the farmhouse where Mg or Gide's guards patrolled creaking gates. Falling
through sllences, one at atime. Hyperred . . .

"UndeAgref!"

Adhraf Bey came awake to find himsalf watched by Hani, Murad and Lady Maryam. There was one
other person present. A thin man with swept-back grey hair and blue eyes above a hawk nose that had
once been broken. A day'sworth of white stubble only heightened the hollowness of his cheeks. And he
leant heavily on agtick. All the same, there was aferociousintendty to hisgaze; asif he burned with fever
or was some ceegtid body initsfina stage of immolation.

"Soyou're Sdly'schild. .." The Emir'ssmilewas sad. "Y ou know," he said, "shetold meyou died. And



then you turn up al those yearslater in El Iskandryia. | wouldn't have believed it without seeing you."

The hand that shook Raf's own was hot, dry like paper, the bones beneath the age-bruised skin weak as
twigs. Even the dight grip Raf gave was enough to make the old man wince. Thered been adozen things
Raf had always wanted to say to hisfather and none of them seemed appropriate.

Wheét the man opposite felt, Raf found hard to tell.
"Don't you want to talk to each other?' Hani demanded.
"It can wait," said the Emir. "What are afew minutes after thislong?!

When the old man walked, it was dowly, leaning heavily on hisstick. And at every change of level
Murad Pasha positioned himsdlf a the Emir's side so the old man could reach out and steady himsdif. A
fact Lady Maryam obvioudy hated, to judge from the sourness of her expression.

Although that could aso have been down to the Emir's refusal to admit she even existed. She might as
well have been atrophy mounted on the wall since she obvioudy created in him the disquiet that the
boar's head seemed to inspirein her.

The farmhouse had been built into the hill, with its back only dightly higher than the front. This meant that
the room into which they findly passed had earth reaching two-thirds of the way up itsoutsde wdls;
good for warmth in winter and useful in other ways too.

"Dont tell me" Raf said, "the place waslike thiswhen Eugenie found it.”
Emir Moncef amiled.

"She made afew adjustments,” he admitted. "Mostly involving chicken wire and concrete. Well, loosely .
.." Whichwastrue. If chicken wireincluded military-grade titanium mesh and reinforced polyfoam walls
could be described as concrete.

"How much of thefarmhouseisactudly left?"
"Ask Mgor Gide," he said and clapped his hands.

It seemed the answer was virtually nothing. Apart, that was, from the origina eagle gateposts, the granite
fireplace and the flagstonesin the hall. All walls, internal and externa, conformed to Moscow's best
standards for blast resistance. Steel-cored doors hid beneath veneers of oak. Screamer wire looped the
immediate forest at ankle height. A Molniya spysat hovered high overhead, streaming live datato combat
software stashed in the cdllar. Thefat pantiles on the roof festured thermal feedback to keep the surface
at ground ambient, day and night. Even the glassin the windows, double-glazed and shatterproof,
vibrated a arandom pitch to confuse anyone hidden outside with a parabolic mic.

All of it was black tek. All of it shipped in contravention of numerous UN resolutions banning the sdesto
Ifrigiyaof wegpons-grade technology.

"Those hunters,”" said Ref.
"Georgian Spetsnaz ."
"What about the boar?' Hani demanded.

"Fake," interrupted the Emir. "Eugenie dela Croix'sidea." He nodded to Hani and smiled at Murad, who
just looked a him, eyes wide, then glanced between the Emir and Raf and scowled.



"You think welook aike" Moncef said. It wasn't aquestion.
The smdll, dark-eyed boy nodded but Hani just shook her head.

"No," shetold the Emir, "you look way older."

"It'sflu," Lady Maryam said when Raf finally asked.
"You're sure?'
"Of course, I'm sure." Lady Maryam's voice was sharp.

"How do you know?" Raf demanded. He'd already seen the whole farmhouse and apart from two large
rooms upgtairs, one used by the Emir, with another on the ground floor now claimed by Lady Maryam,
meaning Mgjor Gide had to share the dorm with her troops, that wasit. Apart from the hal, kitchen and
cdlar. The Spetsnaz dept a ahousein the village. One of the mgor's jumpsuited teenagers did the
cooking. There was no one else and nothing that looked like asurgery. Asit was, Raf and the others
were going to have to make their way back to Tunisthat night because anything el se presented too much
of arisk.

"Mgor Gideisaso hisdoctor,” Lady Maryam said shortly. "I'm surprised you didn't know that."

They were back in the hal by the fire. The darkness outside was such that stars bled diamonds across
black velvet through the one window left uncurtained. Thelonger he stayed, the jumpier Lady Maryam
became, her politeness becoming ever more brittle by the minute. Sheld already added Murad to the list
of things at which she was unable to ook, banishing Hani and her cousin to the kitchen.

"I should go," Ref sad.

"Yes," agreed Lady Maryam and as she clapped her hands awattle of flesh on her wrist quivered. She
was old, Raf redlized. Theway the Emir was old. Made older by bitterness and four decades of marita
exile. All she had on her sde wasthat her son had been born firg.

"I'll have someone fetch the children,” Lady Maryam said.

Raf nodded. "That would be kind," he replied, knowing that kindness had nothing to do with it. "But first
| need to ask the Emir some questions. . . That'swhy I'm here," Raf said, when the woman looked at
him blankly. Turning for the stairs, he wasirritated to hear Lady Maryam's heavy steps following behind.

"l need to seehim done.”
"He'smy husband,” said Lady Maryam.
And my father, apparently, Raf said. But he said it under his bregth.

The huge room was hot and dark. The smell of vomit obvious. A glass of water stood on atable beside a
hardly touched bowl of couscous. Most of what had been eaten splattered the floorboards beside the
bed.

Within the round belly of awood-burning stove flamesflickered. On ameattress, leaning back againgt his
pillowslay the old man, his pillowcases talowed with sweet. A window that shouldn't have been open
was. So it wasjust aswell that Lady Maryam remained outside, kept from entering by a shout that
reduced her husband to a coughing fit.



" She keeps cooking me food,” the Emir said tiredly when his breath was back. He smiled at Raf's
surprise. "Don't worry," he added. "I make her eat a spoonful of everything first. She's only hereto look
after me because she knows how much | hateit."

It was Raf'sturn to amile.

"Sotell me" said the Emir, "before we talk about things that matter. What did you do to get her wretched
son S0 upset? I've had Kashif on the line swearing undying loyaty and warning me not to trust you." The
Emir sounded amused. "What did you do, besidestell him you were now Chief of Police? Which, | have
to say, wasnewstome. . ."

"I didn't say that at dl," said Raf. "Merdy that | wasinvestigating the attack. And | suggested, obliquely,
that he might have hired the Sufi.”

"Doyou think he did?'

"That depends,” said Raf, glancing round the room until his gaze reached an angular chair made from pine
and painted in abrown so deep it looked black, "on who else would like to see you dead.”

"Paris, Washington, Berlin. Half the mullahsin Kairouan. That woman outside. And then therésyou. . .
Fed freeto St," he added asif he thought Raf was angling for permission rather than working out exactly
what worried him about the Emir's room.

"Why would | want you dead?"

Moncef's only answer was to glance at aring resting between arevolver and a copy of the Quran. The
ring was gold, set with bloodstone and a swirl of script; the tughra engraved into its surface was that
found on every fifty-dinar coin for more than forty years.

The gun was a Colt .38 with pearl grips.
"Therédsmoreto ruling than owning aring,” Raf said.

"Not much," said the Emir, hislaugh afoxlike bark, carrying more pain than amusement. "Especidly if
you have the other two aswell. Y ou don't redly like me, do you?”'

"Probably more than your wife does,” Raf said sourly. "Shetdls methisisthefirst time she'sever visted .

"Hrat and lagt," said the Emir. "This house was bought for Eugenie. Government money but her name on
the deeds. She was many things, that woman. Only one of them my chief of intelligence.” Unashamed
tearswerein his eyes. Or maybe just unnoticed.

"You werelovers?' Raf said. It was barely haf aquestion.
"That'soneway of describing it."
"She said you werent.”

He smiled sadly. "Eugenie kept her lifein compartments,” he said. " Jobs that people knew about. Those
they didn't. Her personal life was one of the smallest. Maybe the least visited. Sometimes Gene needed
to forget what she kept there. . . You see" he explained, "deeping with me was probably the only
unprofessional thing Gene ever didin her life. And al | did was get her killed . . ."

The Emir gestured to the table beside his bed where the ring lay between the book and the gun. "Make



your choice," hesaid, "and learn to livewith it. That'sal any of uscan do.”

A glow from the wood-burning stove gave the Emir'sface thelook of afdlen angd, broken and
beautiful; haunting inits promise and crud beyond imagining. Behind the words was a desolation so deep
it went beyond Raf's ability to understand. And in that moment hefinally believed something his mother
oncesad, whichinitsaf wasunusud.

Hisfather was certifiably insane. Sheld been holding a vodkawhen she said this. Her anger filtered
through afreebase crash and the bottom of a Bohemian shot glass. Somehow they'd moved from filming
Arabian wildcats asthey learned to hunt, her latest project, to Raf's father, the man she refused to talk
about. Of course, back then Raf thought she'd been talking about the Swedish hitchhiker.

"Why come now?' the Emir said into Raf's slence. "When you wouldn't come before?!
"l washbusy."

"Having your garden rebuilt with someone els8smoney . . . Going to ajob you didntdo . . . What
changed?" asked the Emir, his eyes watching from within the red shadows of the stove. The very fact he
hadn't asked why Raf wore shadesin aroom that sweltered in near darknesstold Raf that Eugeni€'s
original suggestion was right and he had been wrong. Whatever had been done to Raf, his mother had
not made those choices aone.

"What changed . . ." The answer died on Raf'slips. The snide, the furious and the easy comebacks al
wiped by the obvious. "I did," said Raf.

CHAPTER 34

Thursday 3rd March

Dr. Pierresmirked from the side of a barn, his mouthsupercilious above the fading remains of asilk
cravat. A lifetime of rain had worn hisluxurious Sdeburnsto aghost of their former glory. A jagged scar
gplit hischin where abuilder had repaired cracked brickwork with no thought for the advertising mural
beneath.

Hewas advertisng paté dentifrice . Asused in Paris.
"Where are we going now?"
"Cap Bon," said Raf. "To question the Marquis de . Cloud.”

It said much for Murad's cool that he didn't ask why his half brother had the Bugeatti's headlights switched
off. Recdibrating hiseyes, Raf glanced in the mirror and saw Murad lit by screen glare from Hani's pink
plagtic laptop.

"Canyouturnthescreendown. .. ?'

"Why?' Her voice was petulant. Asif she dtill hadn't quite forgiven him for one or more of the many
things for which he till needed her forgiveness.

"Because too much light makes driving difficult.”

"If I must,” said Hani and flicked off her lgptop. Adjusting the screen was much too easy an option.



Raf didn't tell Hani his other reason. That somewhere above them would be a UN spysat capable of
tracking their journey from the farmhouse to Cap Bon. If they were lucky, that was. If they were unlucky,
then the satellite had probably just captured every one of Hani's keystrokes.

Hedrovein slence. Letting darkened walls and hedgerows flow around him until the dirt track became a
minor road, then something that actually had centra lines. Shortly after that came the périphérique
around Tunis, the city flickering by in asmudge of suburbs asthe huge Bugatti burned up the outside lane,
lights out and its three passengers shadows held in darkness, like ghosts going on holiday.

One of the cardind points of the Emir'swork cregtion programme was that everyonein Ifrigiyashould
have ajob. And if that meant more road sweepers, line painters or ditchdiggers than there were roads
then so beit.

What Ifrigiyaneeded, of course, at least in the opinion of every visiting dignitary, was fewer donkeysand
wider roads. Only the land lost to build the roads would, when added together, shave hectare after
hectare off the country's reserve of perfectly good smalholdings. On the Emir's orders, asurvey had
been carried out after some commissar with mining interests in Gafsahad complained that trucking
phosphate was becoming increasingly uneconomic.

In response to a hint from Maoscow that the CCCP might help Tunisfund a programme to build new
motorways, the Emir sent them the address of every family who'd lose land and invited Moscow to write
to each, explaining why it was necessary.

Tothereply that thiswould be pointless, since most of those would undoubtedly be unable to read, he
pointed out that the literacy ratein Ifrigiyawas dightly higher than western Russaasawhole, and at least
25 percent above that of Georgia, which was where both the commissar and the Soviet president
originated.

The roads remained unwidened, still lined with prickly pear except in the far south, where the ground was
too barren to grow even that.

"What are you thinking?' Hani asked, her voice no longer sullen. On her |gp the computer balanced on
top of Ifritah's cat basket. Now forgotten.

"About prickly pears” said Ref.

Hani nodded, asif that was to be expected. "The roads," she said, "and Moscow's plan to widen them.
It'smentioned in the officia guidebook.”

"Probably,” said Raf. From what he'd just seen, Emir Moncef was quite capable of having it included just
to 9gnd hisindependence from the only country still willing to trade openly with Ifrigiya

"How do you two do that?' Murad demanded, his tone more interested than aggrieved.
"Dowhat?' Hani and Raf asked together.

And the answer was he didn't know. Raf accepted that he'd no more understood what his own mother
was thinking than sheld known what hid insde his head. They had remained, from his birth until her desth,
two strangers separated by common blood and long silences: every glance between them was
embarrassed, each hug brief and gratefully cut short. If ever hetook her hand she flinched. Every time
shetouched him hefroze.

It was arelationship safe only when conducted at a distance by e-mail or letter. So maybe Zarawas right
and heredly wasthe last person to be looking after atroubled, hyperintelligent, unquestionably lonely



sndl child.

Alternatively, hewasidedl.

"Y ou okay?"

Raf glanced in the mirror and saw Hani watching intently.

"Thought not," she said. One thin hand came up and gripped his neck, smdl fingers digging into muscle
knots on both sdes. "Twist your head,” said Hani.

Raf did and heard bones crunch as something did back into place. "Donnadoesit,” she said, "every time
| get aheadache.”

"Y ou get many headaches?' Murad asked. And Raf realized he had no idea of the answer ether.

Shelooked at Murad. "Since my uncle arrived,” said Hani, "life's been one long headache.” She smiled as
shesaid it and neither of the other two quite noticed she'd avoided answering Murad's question.

"Almost there." Hani's announcement came just before Raf turned right between two houses and edged
hisway through atiny village, headlights till unlit. She'd been collecting old advertisng murdsand so far
shehad aDr. Pierre , two Fernet-Branca (la digestif miraculeux) , afaded blue dubo, dubon,
dubonnet and one for underwear by Rhouyl , which, if she understood the faded French correctly, was
guaranteed to induce hedth-giving Satic.

Staring from hiswindow of the gtill-moving car, Murad tried to focus on theworld outsde. Just enough
moon was filtering through the clouds to bathe the soft dopes of Cagp Bon in aghostly fuzz which was
amost, but not quite, light. "How do you know that?" he asked.

Hani shrugged. "l just do."

Around them were orange groves in blossom, wizened pine trees, the occasiond villaset back from the
coast and even awrought-iron bandstand. The spindly confection set down on a promenade overlooked
blue-painted fishing boats that bobbed at anchor.

Onthewall opposite, another notice, paper thistime, reminding everyone that falcons could not be
captured for training until the second week of March. The warning was pasted next to an older poster
advertisng the festival de |'épervier , dated from June the previous year. Light from a bakery window lit
both and through its glass could be seen an old man in vest and floppy trousers kneading dough . . .

They ate their brioche from the bag, the pastry still warm enough to make the paper turn trand ucent
down one side. The old man had been polite. Totally unsurprised to be disturbed a 3:00A .M. by aman
and two children wanting food. And he threw in two tiny tarte tatin for Hani and Murad, smiling and
nodding as he shooed the three of them towards the door.

"Work to do," he explained.
Raf nodded.

What passed for aplan in Raf's mind the fox would undoubtedly have dismissed as cage circling, the
dysfunctiona repetition of anarrow range of gestures. Have an idea, repest it endlesdy until al vaueis



wrung fromtheorigind . . . With asigh, Raf straightened his shoulders and pulled abell handle,
Welcome to the Andy Warhol school of detective work.

Somewhereinsde Dar St. Cloud a Victorian bell tipped sdeways far enough to hit asilver clapper and
the faintest tremor of that blow whispered back through the wire to reach Raf's fingers. The bell wasan
affectation. One made worthless by two small Zeiss cameras that swivelled, cranelike to catch Raf and
his companionsin their gaze.

Retuning hiseyes, Raf shifted through the spectrum. Checking out what he dready knew, the three of
them were blanket-lit by infrared and targeted at waist height by pinhead lasers. He could seetiny lenses
st into the portico walls. Then the door opened and Raf forgot about armaments. Only panic could
make the Marquis do something that stupid and this was not a character trait associated with Astophe de
. Cloud, recognized bétard of the French Emperor and aman who'd once offered Raf more money
than he could even begin to imagine.

Three percent of the price of North Africas biggest oil refinery, plusthe same cut on ail fieldsinthe
Sudan and various offshore Sites. All Raf had needed to do in return was betray Zaras father. Hamzah
Effendi would fal. His share of arefinery that flickered ghosts of flame across the night sky on the edge
of El Iskandryiawould go up for sdle. Enabling &. Cloud to significantly increase his prestige and
persona wedth.

Raf had not forgotten that offer any more, heimagined, than St. Cloud had forgiven Raf'srefusd to
oblige.

"Tell St. Cloud that Ashraf Bey needsto ask him some questions.”

"IsHis Excellency expecting you?' The man who showed them into the hall was Scottish--though he

spoke in an Edinburgh accent so clipped it could have come from an English film, the kind where butlers
wore frock coats, which, actualy, was what he seemed to be wearing.

"What do you think?" Raf replied.

"I'll s=eif HisExcdlency isin." And with that St. Cloud's magordomo shuffled off towards an arch
outlined in two shades of rose marble, leaving the three of them aonein ahdl lit by gas-fired sconces
designed to look like candle flame.

"Well, what a pleasant surprise.” The voice was higher than one might have expected given the
undoubted gravitas of the man limping hisway toward them in gold dressing gown and leather dippers.

"Y ou know why thisroom isso high?'
"No," said Ra&f. "But no doubt you'll tel me."

The Marquislaughed. "1 had to make atrip,” he said and something in those words raised hairs on the
back of Hani'sneck. "So | left my butler in charge. . . Thiswasyears ago," he added, asif the age of the
house wasn't obvious. "And | told him to tell the felaheen when to stop and gave him aheight to which to
work."

The old man raised a silver-topped cane and gestured at the nearest wall, where tiny aternating blue and
whitetilesfilled the spaces between evenly spaced double pillars, each of which was topped by a broad
capital. The pillarswere pink marble, the capitals sandstone.

"Y ou based it on Cordoba," Hani said.



St. Cloud nodded. "Only my man got so drunk that when | got back, this had happened.” He pointed to
asecond tier of double pillars abovethefirst. "Not those pillars, obvioudy, just the height of thewall
behind. The workmen expected to be told to stop so they kept on building.” The Marquis shrugged. "Fair
enough,” he added, in atone of voice that made Hani decide on the spot that, where St. Cloud was
concerned, fairness was unlikely to comeintoiit.

"What happened to your butler?' asked Murad Pasha, his voice thoughtful.

A smile broke across the face of the Marquisand in it Raf saw pure emptiness. "Therewas abuilding
accident,” said the Marquis. " Such things happen. Well, they do in North Africa” Glancing from Hani to
Murad, St. Cloud raised his eyebrows. "Y ou should know," hetold Raf, "I've been very crosswith
you--50 it was sensible to bring me presents.”

Hani merely blinked, but Murad's eyes widened and he might have stepped backwardsif the girl at his
sde hadn't taken his hand, then hatily let it go. Both Hani and Murad suddenly blushing.

"Thisisnt asocid vist," Raf sad flatly. "And the children stay with me. Were here so Murad Pashacan
meet the man who tried to murder his grandfather.” He turned to the still-flustered boy, amost asif
intending to introduce him formally to St. Cloud.

"I did nosuch. . ." Outrage froze words in the old man's throat.

"Y ou are not to leave thishouse," announced Raf. "And you will surrender your carte blanche to meand
the keysto dl the carsin your garage.”

"And the helicopter,” Hani whispered. Catching Murad's eye, she shrugged and explained, surprisingly
gently for her, "therés ahdipad on the lavn."

"Out of the question." S. Cloud had found hisvoice. One that Raf could only describe as oozing bile. "l
havetota diplomatic immunity. God . . ." The old man shook so hard with fury that for thefirst time since
hisvisitors had entered Dar S. Cloud he actually need his silver-topped stick. "Y ou can't just marchin
here"

"Actudly," said Raf, "I think you'l find | can. Becausethe alternativeisthat | place you under arrest and
cal police HQ in Tunisto have avan come out to collect you." Raf shrugged. "Who knows," he added,
"given your tastes you might enjoy aweek in the cdlswith achild molester. I'm sure you'd have lotsto
talk about . . ."

"Andif | refuse?’
"Refusewhat?' Ref asked. "To be arrested?”

. Cloud's nod was stiff. His scowl that of aman who'd faced worse things than two nervous children
and the black-suited son of an Emir. "What will your officersdo,” said St. Cloud coldly, "manhandle me
into acar? They wouldn't. . ."

"Dare?" One second Raf was watching St. Cloud, the next he had a pearl-handled Colt pressed hard into
the sde of the old man's neck, at an angle guaranteed to remove most of his skull.

No one could remember seeing him move.

"Other people might be afraid of you," said Raf. "I don't have that problem.” Pulling back the hammer the
way the Sufi had done, he squeezed the trigger so that only his thumb kept the hammer from fdling. "You
redly think you can ress arrest?"



Around the Marquis the hall began to darken asthefacein front of him changed unexpectedly/impossibly
from human to something positively other.

The old man could taste smoke and fedl aflat wall of heet that threatened to sear his papery skin. Every
tile beneath hisfeet was burning. Except that there were no tiles because he was walking over aglowing
chasm of red ember and flickering flame, while some unseen thing ripped mouthfuls of flesh from his
shoulder.

He knew, without needing to be told, that he was standing over the entrance to hell.

"Wdl?'

St. Cloud blinked.

Thetearing in hisflesh dissolved asthe pressure againg histhroat |essened, then amost disappeared.
"Well what?' he asked in avoice little more than awhisper.

"Stll fed likeresgting ares?'

Merdy blinking was enough to spill tears down cheeks no amount of laser pedl had been ableto give
back their beautiful youth. "No." St. Cloud shook his head, the dightest movement. All he wanted to do
was check his shoulder for scars and look in aglassto seeif that unforgiving heat had seared hisface, but
he didn't quite dare.

"I had nothing to do with that attempt,” he said. "Nothing at al to do with the desth of Eugeniedela
Croix. Y ou have my word."

"And you havemine," said Raf, "that | will find who tried to kill my father. And when | do that person
will be arrested, no matter what." The very flatness of Raf's words threatened more clearly than any
anger could do. "Fed freeto passthat on to anyone you think should know . . ."

CHAPTER 35

Thursday 3rd March

Asdawn'swhitethread became visible over the Golfe deHammamet acall quavered onto thewind
from the minaret of Nebeul mosgue, Allahu Akbar intoned four times, followed by Ashhadu anna la
ilahill'-Allah , | testify thereisno God besides God. And findly, towards the end, a phrase to
digtinguish thiscall from those that came later. Al-salatu khayr min al-nawn. Prayer is better than deep.

Though both of those were ararity for Raf.

Only now was he beginning to understand, as opposed to know, the difference between various types of
Idamic building. A mosgue was a church, well, it wasto Raf. A marbarat the tomb of asaint at which
believers might pray (a habit discouraged in the Middle East, but popular in North Africawhere Berber
ingtincts lightened the stark purity of their conqueror'sinterpretation).

A ribat was afortified monastery, medressa were schools, somewhere between atiny university and a
religious college, zaouia were shrines, often Sufi . . .

What Raf didn't understand, or even know, was what value this knowledge had for aman who lacked al
belief in God; for whom mosgues were works of intricate beauty and calls to prayer haunting echoes of



antiquity; but who saw nothing at the centre. Who saw, in fact, no centre at dl.

"Can| ask you something?' said Hani, when shed finished her prayers.

"Of course." Raf dropped the Bugatti down a gear to overtake an elderly truck loaded with soldiers.
"Who's Tiri?" She hesitated for asecond. "When you left that note. You signed it * Tiri."

"My fox," Raf said and Hani nodded.

"What fox?' Murad demanded crosdy. He was leaning on Ifritah's basket, which rested between Hani
and him on thefat leather backsest of the Bugatti. Raf wasn't sure where held put his action figure but
NinjaNizam hadn't appeared once since Hani accused Murad of being childish.

"Thefox . .." Raf thought about it. "Thefox isan identity."

"Ashraf Bey'san assassin,” said Hani. "So he needs to be lots of different people. . . I didn't know the
fox wascdled Tiri," she added.

"It'scdled lots of things" said Raf. "And I'm not an assassin.”
"No," Hani said. "Of course not.”

Beyond Hammamet was aturning for the A1, south towards Sousse and Kairouan. Glancing in hismirror
before overtaking the next truck, Raf saw Murad gtill staring at him. The moment the boy met Raf's gaze
he dropped his own.

They'd had abrief quarrel on the road back from Dar St. Cloud. Anger exploded from the boy ashe
demanded to know why Raf had failed to arrested the Marquis. In that shouted fury had been everything
the twelve-year-old felt for hisfather; mostly love and fear, plusaprima, night-waking panic at the
thought of life without certainty or comfort.

"Y ou should have arrested him."
"St. Cloud didn't doit," Hani had said softly, resting one hand on the boy's arm. Murad shook her off.
"But Ashraf Bey sad . . "

"Hewas bluffing," explained Hani as she climbed into the car. Her smile faded the moment new fury
twisted Murad'sface. Thistimeit was at being excluded from what Raf had known and Hani only
suspected. Their visit to Dar St. Cloud had been cagerattling, little more. The Marquis paid no taxes,
hed tastes that were highly dubious and based himsdlf in a country without asingle extradition tresty. He
had more to lose from Emir Moncef's death than dmost anyone.

Sincelearning this, Murad had been dmost trand ucent with slence. Pointedly ignoring Hani and her
endless spray of facts about Khayr € Din, better known as the Barbary pirate Barbarossa, and the sack
of Tunisby CharlesV of Spain, in which seventy thousand men, women and children were daughtered.

That he'd asked about the fox at dl was sgnificant.

"I'm sorry," Raf said. "One problemis| don't dways know what I'm going to do or how things are about
towork out." He yanked the Bugatti's thin steering wheel and managed to avoid a cartload of goatskins,
untreated onesto judge from the smell. "That makesit difficult to warn people in advance.”

"It'sachildren of Lilith thing," Hani added. Although it was obvious from Murad's blank stare thet this



didnt makeit any clearer.

The boy shrugged with dl the weight of coming adolescence on his shoulders. "'l just was wondering,”
said Murad. "Y ou know, back there, what exactly happened?’

Raf opened his mouth to answer but Hani got infirg.

"What happened,” shetold Murad, "wasthat Uncle Ashraf put a curse on the Marquis. Children of Lilith
can dothat."

Murad's eyes widened and, without even redizing, he made asign against the evil eye. And then flicked
his glance fearfully from the face of his cousin to the dark-suited stranger in the front. The elder brother
no one had bothered to tell him he had.

"Doyou believein magic?' Raf asked.
Murad nodded, fiercely.

"Y ou shouldn't,” Raf told him, "it doesn't exist. There are no djinn. If you hear something go creepinthe
night and it'snot aburglar thenit'sacat . . . Everything can be explained,” he added, before Hani had
timeto protest. "Even those thingsthat can't.”

"How do you explain things that can't be explained?' Murad demanded doubtfully.
"By admitting we don't yet have an explanation.”

The boy thought about that for aslong as it took Raf to drop back a gear and overtake three trucks,
leaving soldiersradiating outrage as he roared by in the half dark, lights till off.

"So what happened with the Marquis?' said Murad. He spoke dowly, listening to his own words as he
said them. Raf could remember another boy like that. A boy who tasted each word as it was said. Who
survived in dark places because hiswords, wielded vicioudy, could do more damage than the fists of
other boys.

Which left Raf wondering whose fists Murad had been avoiding. Or if hed learnt to think before he
spoke for other reasons.

"l put agunto histhroat,” said Raf. "That's usually enough to make anyone afraid.”

The boy nodded uncertainly. "But he's St. Cloud,” Murad said, obvioudy unable to think of another way
to put it. "Even my brother Kashif Pashais scared of him."

"Kashif isscared of Uncle Ashraf," Hani pointed out. " Anyone with any senseis. Heworksfor the
Sublime Porte”

"No, | don't..."

"Then why wear the chelengk ?* Hani asked triumphantly.

He thought about what she'd said before that. "Are you?' he asked.

"Afraid of you? Of coursel am," Hani said. "Every time you do whatever you did back there.”

Raf sghed. "Did you notice amark left on his neck afterwards from the muzzle of the gun? And my hand
on the back of hisneck?'



Hani nodded.

"I cut off his blood supply. Oxygen starvation combined with panic. It made an ancient part of St.
Cloud'sbrain kick in, nothing dse.”

"That wasit?' sad Murad.

"Sure" Raf sad. "Smple oxygen sarvation." He avoided mentioning the flames till dancing djinnlike
acrosstheingde of hiseyes or the rawnessthat tightened hisface like the aftereffects of searing het.

CHAPTER 36

Thursday 3rd March
"Wait inthecar,"” Raf told them when they finallyreached Kairouan. "I'll get some breakfagt.”
"Crépe," suggested Murad, "with jam and cream cheese."

"l don't think s0," Hani said. "Doesit ook like that kind of place?' She wound down her window and
sniffed, inhaling the cafés, street sallsand rotisseries. "Get some briek ," shetold Raf. "And Coke, if you
canfind any.”

A dozen signsfor loca colas swung in the breeze. All variations on atheme of red and blue. None had
names Hani recognized. Thiswhole country waslesslike El Iskandryiathan shed first imagined.

"I'll seewhat | can do," Raf promised.

Watching her uncle stride away, Hani waited until hewas lost in the crowd. His black coat swallowed by
the burnous and jelabas of those around him. "Okay," she said, turning to Murad, "I'm going shopping.
Youwaitinthecar."

Murad Pasha stared at her.

Hani eased open her door and checked that the road was clear before beginning to dide hersalf out.
"I'm coming with you."

"No," Hani said hadtily. "Someone hasto stay with the car,” sheindsted, "and youretheboy . . ."
o

Wide eyes watched him, apparently shocked. "I'm agirl," said Hani. " Surely you don't expect meto
stand guard over the car dl by mysdf in astrange city?”

Murad settled back. His eyes dready scanning the shop fronts. "Don't belong,” he said.

Thefirst chemist Hani entered wasfull of old men who stared asif sheldd walked in from another planet.
So, muttering an gpology, she gave an eegant bow, which she hoped would muddle them even further.
The second catered to Soviet tourists. Hani knew this because a poster in the window had pack shots of
painkillers and cough mixture above smple descriptions written in five languages, three of which Hani
could read.

Catering to Soviet tourists was entirely different to there being any. Hani redlized this as soon as she
pushed her way through the shop's bead curtain and found the place empty, apart, that was, from an old



man with what looked like the inward stare of amystic or kif smoker. Although, it turned out to be
neither because when Hani got closer, sheredized his eyeswere milky with cataracts.

"Sahah de-khayr," she said politely.
"Sahah de-khayr," he replied, then added, " Es-salam alaykum."

So Hani had to start dl over, replying and to you peace , before rewishing him good day. Formalities
complete, she stopped, unsure how to continue. She could see what she thought she needed on a shelf
behind the counter, low down and dmost out of sight.

The man waited while Hani opened and shut her mouth so often she wasin danger of turning into one of
Zaras promised carp.

"Telephone?" she muttered findly.
Absolute silence greeted this request.
Pulling a note from her pocket, Hani held it out to the old man. The note was American, afive-dollar hill.

The man caled something over his shoulder and ayoung woman appeared, hastily wrapping her scarf
around her head. Only to relax dightly when she discovered her customer was achild.

"Telephone?' Hani repested.

Taking the bill from the man's hands she held it up to the light and dipped it quickly into her dress pocket.
Man and woman had a hasty conversation, so fast and so low that overhearing wasimpossible.
Whatever the content, they seemed to reach a conclusion.

"No telephone,” said the woman. "Not here. But | takeyou . . ." She gestured towards the rear and Hani
realized that she was meant to follow. For about fifty paces she fought her way down abusy back dley,
then the woman steered her towards asmall door set in acrumbling wall.

"Through here," she said, as she pushed Hani ahead of her, shouting "Hamid!" asthey cameout into a
smal courtyard.

A second yell produced a head peering from an upstairs window. Another burst of conversation followed
inwhat Hani findly redlized was chelha , the origina dialect of Karouan's Berber inhabitants.

"Where do you want to call?" asked the woman, tossing Hani's answer up to the boy, then stopping for
hisreply.

"El Iskandryiawe can do," she agreed, "but it will cost morethan fivedallars. . ."

Reluctantly Hani pedled another note from theroll in her dress pocket and pamed it into asmal square
before making a pretence of searching her remaining pockets, muttering crosdy al thewhile.

"My last one," shesad.

The cell phone was a Siemens. Unquestionably illegal in acountry where dl cdll phones had to be
registered with the police.

"Two minutes," said the woman, "cal me when you're done." And she vanished into the houseto give the
foreign girl some privacy. The boy remained sitting on astone bench next to the courtyard entrance just
to make sure Hani didn't suddenly disappear with his phone.



Hani could just imagineit. Donnastood in the kitchen surrounded by pans, trying to ignore the buzz of the
coms screen, Zara out shopping and Khartoum lost in thought or rereading tales of the Ineffable Mullah
Nasrudin, al of which he aready knew by heart.

Shesghed.

The message Hani |eft was Smple. Shewasin Kairouan with her uncle. On her way to Tozeur. There
was nothing to worry about.

"Where have you been?' Murad demanded when Hani finaly got back.

"Getting these," said Hani, handing him a cardboard dish of makrouth , lozenge-shaped sweetmesats
filled with date paste. She dropped a cheap paper napkin next to his knee and clambered up into the
huge Bugatti. The rest of the napkins she stuffed into a side pocket. She let Murad eat the sweetmesats
because, unfortunately, even after her walk her tummy till had cramps.

CHAPTER 37

Thursday 3rd March
Second coffee. That was how Eduar do counted hisdays.First coffee, second coffee, third coffee. . .

Thefirst dways found Eduardo listening to ISkTV. While others watched the newsfeed avid for every
close-up, Eduardo listened carefully as he doodled hats and moustaches onto picturesin Iskandryia
Today or filledin the Osin every headline.

The Emir of Tunis had been taken into protective custody following the declaration of martid law in
Ifrigiya. The story wasin his paper aswell as on-screen. Iskandryia Today treated this as newswhile
ISKTV assumed it was background, leading with adifferent story. Onethat had His Excellency Kashif
Pasha, the Emir's eldest son, swearing that hisfather was dive, safe and would remain that way.
Apparently Kashif Pasha sworethison hislife.

What IKTV found interesting was the fact that this promise was relayed on Kashif's behaf by ahaf
brother, Ashraf a-Mansur, who persondly visited the Mosque de trois ports in Kairouan to passthe
message to the head of the Assiou Brotherhood.

The head of the brotherhood had, as requested, released Kashif Pasha's promise to the world.

So Eduardo wasn't surprised to receive ascrambled call just after second coffee. Although it took him a
moment to remember that he needed to connect an optic from the silver Seiko he wore to the computer
on his desk. That was what the man had told him to do, plug in as soon as Eduardo heard the hissand
never try to make a connection using infrared. Which wasfine, because Eduardo wouldn't have known
whereto start.

A doctor at the Imperial Free once suggested Eduardo reduce his coffee intake to one cup aday but
Eduardo had barely paused to consider this. The man was aforeigner, newly arrived in the city, and
would learn. No one who actudly lived in El 1k for longer than aweek could have made that suggestion.

Instead, Eduardo had agreed with himsdlf to cut hisintake to eight cupsaday. Thiswasn't dways
possible, given the nature of hisjob; but his success or failure gave Eduardo something to talk about to
Rose, a mild-natured whore held met afew months earlier, when the man sent him to do ajob at Maison
52, Pascal Coste.



Rose claimed to be English and, athough she had the hips and buttocks of an Egyptian, the smalness of
her breasts convinced Eduardo that this might be the truth. As did the half-smoked Ziganov forever
hanging from her fingers, its gold band stained with lipstick. In Iskandryia, even licensed whores didn't
smokein public.

But then women tended not to visit cafés either. Unlessit was one of those expensive places around
Place Saad Zaghloul like Le Trianon, where ordinary rules seemed not to apply. Money did that,
Eduardo had decided. It rewrote the rules. Or perhapsit just remade them into something so complex
and discreet that ordinary people like him no longer understood what they were. The man was like that,
governed by rules Eduardo took on trust.

Eduardo's office was above a haberdasher's at the back of abus station on Place Zaghloul. The place
was awak-up with winding stairs and atoilet on the half landing, which Eduardo had to share with the
shop below. It had ameamine desk, acheap chair in black plagtic that looked amost like leather and a
grey metal filing cabinet. Plus a state-of -the-art computer, quite out of keeping with the rest of the
furniture.

The computer lived on asdetable. W, it would have been asdetableif it hadn't actually been an old
door supported at either end by plinths of crudely mortared bricks. Eduardo, whose work it was, had
tried to apologize for its ugliness but the man had waved away Eduardo's explanation. It seemed Ashraf
Bey liked the door/table combination more than he liked anything sein the office.

Sharing Eduardo's office space were two cockroaches and a colony of antswho dwindled come autumn
and, Eduardo imagined, would be back with the spring. He wasn't sure, not having had the place long
enough to find out. The cockroaches remained, however, sharing his desk and living off adiet of sugar
that fell from Eduardo’'s morning doughnuit.

With hisfirg coffee, which he drank just after dawn, Eduardo ordered an amond croissant. Hed
adopted the habit after having breskfast one morning with the bey because this was what the bey ate.

"Eduardo?’ The voice came hollow with static and thin from being bounced off asatellite too far above El
Iskandryiafor Eduardo to redlly comprehend. All the same, he would have known it anywhere.

"Excdlency .. ."
Thevoicesghed.

Eduardo was meant to call him boss on the phone. Even when answering hiswatch in the office out of
sght of everyonedse.

"I'm here, boss" the small man said hurriedly.
"You listening?' The voice on the other end wasn't cross, just careful.

"Sure, boss. Always. . . No, | meanit." Eduardo tried to sound hurt but the man was right, Eduardo
hardly ever listened. And when Eduardo did he dways had to concentrate extra hard to make sense of
what the other person said.

"Yeah, | gotit,” Eduardo said findly, when the voice had finished explaining what Eduardo was expected
to do. "Well, except for that bit about becoming apoliceman. . ."

Life was a series of comings and goings. . .

Some philosopher said thet, or it might have been Cheb Rai; every time the thought popped into



Eduardo's head he got atune just out of reach. Three chordsleading to afourth that Eduardo knew
would, should he ever remember it, give him thewhole.

All the same, whoever said or sang them, the words rang true. People came and went. They waked into
one'slife and walked out again with no reason that Eduardo could see, but then he wasn't very clever.
Lots of people had told him that. Smarter people could see the threads that tied together events. And
none were smarter than the bey. Eduardo redlly believed that.

In the cafés people talked of how thetria of the warlord Colonel Abad wastied to adock strikeralling
out across the North African littord. And how Ashraf d-Mansur, now in Tunis, had gone thereto kill the
father who'd abandoned him. Othersins sted he was there to save the old man'slife. And afew, mostly
Bolsheviks, were of the opinion that the Emir was aready dead and dl a-Mansur wanted was to make
sure he got his share of the inheritence.

Eduardo knew different.

Ashraf Bey wastrying to find his mother's origind wedding certificate . . . Sometimes politics were way
more complicated than Eduardo could understand.

CHAPTER 38

Friday 4th March

An degant young woman outside Arrivals was wavingfor ataxi. Something Eduardo didn't need to
do since he had acar aready waiting. At least, he had auniformed driver clutching aboard with
Eduardo's name on it so Eduardo assumed he had a car aswell.

Eduardo almost offered the woman alift into the centre but when he nodded to her she just scowled. So
Eduardo went back to hel ping Rose navigate her way through acrowd of C3N cameramen waiting for
taxisa thefront of TunisArrivas.

Thiswas what happened if one suddenly lifted the embargo on flights to facilitate the departure of
nonessential diplomatic staff. More people turned up than left. He was pretty sure that wasn't what the
UN had inmind.

"Were here, ar."

Eduardo liked that last word. It suggested that the driver thought he and Rose looked properly Western,
which they were more or less. Soviet tourists would have got commissar , not meant obvioudy but
aways good for increasing baksheesh astourists caled tips, getting wrong both country and language.
Anyone loca wearing auit like Eduardo’'s would have merited effendi , just to be on the safe side.

So that sr meant the young driver redlized Eduardo was not local and not a Soviet tourist. Unless, of
course, the boy called everybody that.

Origindly Eduardo had been planning to fly done and travel firgt class, the man having said buy any ticket
heliked aslong astheflight |eft that afternoon. But when Eduardo redlized that premium cost hdlf the
price of first he decided Rose should come with him.

So that was what they did. And though Eduardo got the feeling Rose had never flown before, sheinssted
sheld flown dozens of times to numerous destinations. But then held told her exactly the same,

Wheat's more, she'd enjoyed the flight. Eduardo knew, because held been careful to ask. And she looked



great. He'd been careful to tell her that too.

The Benz waiting outside Tunis Arrivals was big and black, smarter than Eduardo could ever have
expected, with meta pipes coming out of the engine and running down ether sde of the hood. The pipes
had been slver to start with but now they were grey with wide bands of kingfisher blue, like petrol
floating on top of afresh puddie.

Alexandre, who was young and wore the uniform of a Tunis detective (something he suspected his
vigtors might not yet have realized), waked round to the back door of the Emir's second-favourite car
and held it open.

At anod from the small man, the woman clambered in and smoothed ablack dress covered with red
roses down over her pink knees. Leaving her partner till anxioudy eyeing their luggage, such asit was.

"My case. . ."

Adhraf Bey'sorigind call had told Eduardo to buy anew suit, new shoes, severa shirtsand atie. The
man had even specified the colour of each: dark blue for the suit, white for the shirtsand red for thetie
(no gtripes). He'd said nothing about buying a case in which to put these things.

"Of course, gr." Alexandre was apologetic. "I should have redized you'd need your case with you." He
picked up the cardboard box with its chegp handle, wondering at itslightness, and waited for Eduardo to
join the woman. Only then did Alexandre put the case in the well of the borrowed car, beside Eduardo's
feet.

"Whereto, Sr?'
Eduardo thought about it. "What are my options?"
Alexandretried not to Sgh.

Accderated entry to officer level and descent from an ex- colonfamily that had owned dairy farmsin the
High Tell guaranteed he got given the shitty jobs by sergeants who grew up in the medinaor the nouvelle
ville, people hed outrank within the year and who knew that fact but could never forgiveit.

All the same, the fact Alexandre had been warned to handle this job with discretion meant the
anxious-looking man in the rear seat had to be somebody important. Exactly why that might be became
clear when Alexandre opened his mouth to answer, only to discover that the man sat behind him was
dready taking, mostly to himsdif.

"We could start with the Police HQ, | suppose.”
Alexandre nodded.
"Or we could go find theboss. . ."

To Alexandre that meant his colonel. He got the fedling this man had someone dsein mind. "The boss?'
Alexandre asked, in atone he hoped was politely casud.

"Aghraf d-Manaur . . "
"Y ou know the bey?'

"He'smy boss." Eduardo sounded as proud of the fact as he felt, which was very proud indeed.



"And my bosstoo," Alexandre said. "Apparently Ashraf Bey isthe new Chief of Police.” That waswhat
he'd been told anyway. It was all change a HQ.

"Actudly . .." Eduardo glanced at Rose and looked embarrassed. "Thething is, you see. . . I'm the new
Chief." Eduardo tasted the words as he said them and sat up alittle straighter in his sest.

And, like agood detective, he noticed the way Alexandre immediately did the same, straightening his
shoulders and quickly adjusting his cap. That was when he redized Alexandre was one of his men.

"I'm sorry, Your Excdlency. | didn't know."

"Why should you?' Eduardo said, feding expansve. "And you don't need to cal me Excellency, Srisfine
... All the same, | have aquestion for you. An important question.”

Alexandrefroze.

"What do you know . . . ?' Eduardo whipped out aleather notebook he'd bought at I skandryiaairport,
flipped it open, and watched the opening page come aight. "L et me see, what do you know about a
péatissier called Pascal Boulart? Other than the fact he was stabbed in an aley behind Maison Hafsd and
asous-chef wasarrested . . "

It turned out Alexandre knew even less than that. He knew thekilling dl right, hejust had no memory of
anyone having been arrested by the police. As Alexandre tried to point out, as circumspectly as possible,
this might just mean the murderer had been picked up by Kashif Pashas men.

Although the military wing of the police was meant to liaise with the civilian branches, this sometimes
failed to happen, very occasiondly, obvioudy.

"Find out if they did," said Eduardo. "And get mefiles on everyone killed in the massacre at the Domus
Aurea”

"Therewere only four." Alexandre regretted the remark as soon as he madeit. "I mean, the fifth one got
away."

"Four isenough,” Eduardo said firmly. "Now take meto the hotel." He needed a shower, asdid Rose.
And with luck, if the shower was big enough, they could share.

"Hotd ... 7"
Eduardo nodded.

"You are not staying at ahotd, sir. My orders were to take you wherever you wanted and deliver your
luggage to the Dar Ben Abdalah.”

"Dar, maison, hétel," said Eduardo, "it'sdl the same, you know." He turned to Rose. "In French,” he
explained, " hétel meansbig house, likein Hétel de Ville . Isn't that right?”

Alexandre nodded, not taking his eyes off the road.

Ontheir way into the city all the other traffic moved out of the way. Eduardo was wondering about this
until he remembered the flag. He wasn't sure what the flag on the hood stood for but it |looked very
officid.

CHAPTER 39



Sunday 6th March

Palms shaded yellow earth, so that sunlight sketched patter nsacross the banks of a narrow stream,
highlighting twigs and dead fronds. The water in the seguia was dirty, the grass edging the ditch and the
undersides of the pamsless bright than Zara expected. Only ungrown dates, tiny and green and till
vulnerable to the sand winds, seemed created from a brighter scheme atogether. Thiswas aworld of
ochres and earth hues. An Impressionist umbrellarestricted to the palette of aKlee.

Farther dong, haf-infhaf-out of the stream lay afalen palm with itstrunk ringed like an endlesdy
extruded pinecone. The crown was gone but, since fronds extended fingerlike from beneath the sand that
covered anewly repaired footbridge, the reason was not hard to find.

The coolness of the gardens was in welcome contrast to the last fifty miles across the chott, when the air
had been salt and hot, unseasonably so thetaxi driver had told her, severd times.

"I'm hereto collect Lady Hanad-Mansur."

Zarastood on the edge of Tozeur's famous grove, home of the tranducent deglet nur and site of a
quarter of amillion palmsfed by two hundred springsthat carried water to the date trees. The only thing
to stop her reaching asmall palace on the other side of the stream was asingle soldier guarding anarrow
bridge. The palace had been built by one of the old beys or emirs. It must have been, because only a
notable could get away with building apalace on land higtoricaly reserved for growing dates.

Over the centuries, gold and daves had passed through this area, carpets and priceless manuscripts,
swords and spices. None of them creating the wedlth of the date pams. At its height, amillennium
before, athousand dromedaries aday were said to have left Tozeur, laden with dates and even now
many of the town'sinhabitants were khammes , sharecroppers who maintained the groves and in return
took one-fifth of the harvest astheir pay.

Behind Zarain an airport taxi sat adriver, looking in disbelief a apile of noteson hislap. Sheld paid him
what was on the meter, Tunisto Tozeur, having brushed away his offer to negotiate.

In fact, the man could honestly say sheld hardly glanced at the meter their entire trip, most of which she'd
spent watching distant green fidlds turn to saha before becoming moonlike around the phosphate town of
Gafsa. A place of which awise man once said, "ltswater isblood, itsair poison, you may livetherea
hundred years without making onetruefriend. . ."

"Sheishere?' Zarasaid, frowning at the guard. "Hani a-Mansur?"'

The soldier to whom Zara spoke was thickset, with cropped hair more salt than pepper. HEd been
having one of those weeks.

"I'm not sure, my lady . . ." The man made ashow of unclipping aradio from his belt, wondering as he
did so, why the young woman's face suddenly tightened. "I'll makeacal."

"Zara Quitrimala," Zarasad, " Ms. ZaraQuitrimaa" Theway she said it made her name beginwith a
hiss. "And you don't use honorifics when talking to me. I'm perfectly ordinary.”

The look the guard gave her begged leave to differ.

Moncef Hauarawas unmarried which was rare for amiddle-aged man in Tozeur, unmarried and about to
retire from active duty. Living with his mother, awoman who'd spent her life repairing clothesfor



notables, he recognized both shot silk and the French way of cutting on the bias. Although, if asked, hed
have said the jet buttons were what he noticed. Most manufacturers used black plastic while afew of the
flashier [abels chose machine-cut obsidian. Only Dior and Chand till used buttons hand-carved from
Italian jet, the way they'd always done.

He knew, the way he knew astorm was brewing, exactly how long it would have taken someone to sew
that jacket. How long it took to double-stitch the hems and edge each buttonhole. There were adozen
differing grades of sk, variablein their wear and lasting quaitiesaswell astheir ease of cutting and ability
to hold dye.

There was nothing ordinary about that dress or the cut. And Corpora Hauara doubted strongly that there
was anything remotely ordinary about the woman who woreit. At least not in any sensethat a
soon-to-retire soldier who still lived with his mother would understand.

"Yes, gr. I'll dothat."

The corpord clicked off hisradio and promptly didled afresh number. Sweat was beginning to show
beneath hisarms. A short conversation followed, of which Zara heard only one half.

"A young lady."
"ZaraQuitrimda"
"Quitrimda."

"Yes, gr. Quite possibly.”
"Yes, gr. I'll ask."

"Forgiveme," said the guard, "but Mgor Jald would like to know if Hanaa-Mansur is expecting you?
Also, why you think sheishere. . ."

For someone so0 determined Zaradid agood imitation of not having foreseen that question. "My father's.

Corpora Hauaraknew who her father was. At least he did now.

"He'sguardianto . .." Stumbling over the sense as much as the words, Zaratried to work out exactly
what her father was to Hani, other than extremely fond. A fact replete with problems for someone whose
own childhood memories were of aloud, occasondly threatening figure; averdon of himsdf Hamzah
Effendi seemed to haveleft behind.

"Shetold me sheld be here," said Zarafinally, waving a piece of headed paper, sgned by her father and
the Khedive of El Iskandryia. This announced that they were the child's trustees and Zara acted with full
authority. 1t did over the fact they were trustees only where the child's money was concerned. Zara's
furious request to her father that he let her go save Hani from imminent civil war had seen to that.

Asfor the Khedive, Zara had no doubts that he countersigned Hamzah's | etter because she had tearsin
her eyes when she asked.

"What time does curfew begin?' Zara demanded.
Corpora Hauaralooked at her. "Curfew?’

"It was on C3N. What time do Kashif Pashas troops lock down the Streets at night . . ."



"Thereisno curfew," the guard said carefully. "At least not in Tozeur. Perhapsin Tunis.” He wanted to
add something else, but the years had taught him to swallow such thoughts. That was the secret of
surviving. To stay Slent while seeming to do nothing but talk.

The small anteroom into which Zarawas shown looked vagt, largdly because dl four wallswere mirror.
Each mirror was framed within an el aborate double arch, each arch supported on stick-thin pillars
topped by gilded capitadsthat displayed endless repetitions of asmplified, stylized acanthus.

It wasin the worst possible taste.

Theleft-hand arch of onewall hid adoor. Zarathought she knew which mirror it was but had afeding
that, if she so wished, it would be easy to forget. Forgetting about her reflection was more difficult.

Anintense, neatly dressed Arab woman with scraped-back hair, till not yet out of her teens and with
perfect, almost American teeth. Thinner than she used to beif not as dim as she wanted. Unmarriagegble,
way richer than could be justified and very much done. Zara swept tears out of her eyeswith afurious
hand, only to wince as athousand doubles made the identical movement.

First Raf had gone, then Hani. So she was here to take Hani back, while therewas still time. Asfor Raf .

“My ladly.”

"I'mnot . . ." Sheturned to where aman in mgjor's uniform stood by the open door, his sudden
gppearance and the opening of the door having rendered the room smdll again.

"HisHighnessis busy welcoming his mother, Lady Maryam. So he sends his gpologies. When thisis
done, His Highness requiresaword."

"About what?' Zarademanded. Only too aware that her eyes werered.

Magor Jadd shrugged. "I'm only Kashif Pashads aide-de-camp ," he said modestly. "But these are difficult
timesso | imagine HisHighnessisworried for your safety.”

CHAPTER 40

Tuesday 8th March
" Okay, let'stry that again.”

Eduardo spun the knife in his hand and tossed it at a door scarred by more cuts than it was possible to
count. At least, impossible to count without taking the offending object off its hinges, having the thing
carried to Police HQ and getting someone to shoot it, resize the photographs and cross off the cuts one
a atime,

A lifetime'sworth of staff at Maison Hafsd had sood in ashort corridor outside the cdllar kitchens and
honed their throwing skills or taken out their frustration on that cupboard door.

"Y ou know what'sredlly interesting?' Eduardo said.

No one answered, but then that wasn't surprising. He'd recognized them dl. Not the names and not even



the faces, but the types. Loners and misfits. The usual scum found working in kitchens. And they'd
recognized him. As one of them.

Besdes, the knife he threw was the one found plunged into the heart of Pasca Boulart. Inthe alley
behind Maison Hafsd.

"What'sredly interesting isthat the killer [eft no fingerprintson hisblade.. . ." Therewere, infact, dozens
of fingerprints on the blade, but al of them belonged to the coroner, his assstant or members of the
police who'd processed the knife later, when it was being bagged for evidence.

"Why do you think that is?' Eduardo asked.
A boy shrugged.

"Because he wore gloves?' The man who spoke wastdl and dark-faced, his hair grey with age. A heavy
bruise ripened over one high cheek and his mouth was split. According to areport recently filed by
Kashif Pashas mubahith , Chef Edvard could be adifficult and sometimes violent man. So far there had
been nothing to suggest that either of those statements wastrue.

"Gloves? Possibly," Eduardo admitted. "But then there are none of the victim's fingerprints on the blade
either. Which is very odd, because Pascal was stabbed fivetimes. . ." He paused and was disappointed
to redizethey didn't dl immediately see theimplication. "Have you ever been stabbed?!

Only Chef Edvard nodded.
"Show meyour hands," Eduardo demanded.

There were faded dash marks across one pam and along cicatrix that vanished beneath hisdeeve. In
return Eduardo showed the chef his own hands with their wounds from days Eduardo did his best not to
remember.

"There were no defensive cuts on the hands of Pascal Boulart. Hisfingerprints were missing from both
blade and handle. Do you know what this suggests to me?”

Ripping the knife from battered wood, Eduardo walked ten pacesto the far end of the corridor and
threw again. Another bull's-eye. Straight into the middie of the door, where it joined a hundred other
cuts.

Behind him, where the corridor gave way to the kitchens, someone clapped, probably mockingly but
maybe for red. That was Eduardo's tenth throw and the tenth time held put the knife in the door exactly
where he wanted it.

A misspent childhood had its uses.

"Youtry." He pointed to the boy who'd been clapping. A thin youth with arash on his chin hidden
beneath what looked like blusher. "Comeon. . ."

Reluctantly Idries stepped forward. Well aware that he had no choice.

Thefirg thing Eduardo had done on entering the cdlar was flash his shield. Thiswas gold, maybered
gold, in acrocodile-skin case with atop that flipped up, like one of those little vidphones. It had been left
for him a Police HQ, in his office, dong with amatte black .45 paraOrdnance and a scribble pad of
notes covered with Ashraf Bey'swriting.



Eduardo hadn't even known he had an office until afat man with swest stains under hisarms, aman who
wouldn't meet hiseye, silently offered him the key. Concerned with trying to make sense of His
Excdlency'sterrible writing, it took Eduardo until the next morning to realize his scowling deputy with the
striped shirts and perspiration problem was the old Chief.

In the end, unable to trandate Ashraf Bey's notes into any language he understood, Eduardo stored them
for safety in the top drawer of his new desk and turned to the files held asked Alexandre to bring him.
Sometimesin lifeit wasjust easier to start over.

And hewasright; the fileswere much more interesting.

"Find me the man with stripy shirts," Eduardo demanded. He had abox on hisdesk that let himtalk to a
serious-looking woman in the office outside without having to get up and open the door.

"Y ou wanted me?'
Eduardo indicated a seet without looking up from hisfiles. ™Y ou used to run this place?'
The man's nod was sullen. Although he added, "Y es, sir,” when Eduardo raised his head from afolder.

"You can haveit back onceI'm done," Eduardo said. "1 don't imagine I'll be staying. In fact"--he stared
a the unhappy man--"assume you have total autonomy in everything except the Maison Hafsd case, but
first find me. . ." Eduardo glanced down at a crime report. "Ahmed, cousin of Idries, who worked at the
Maison Hafsd."

At first Chef Edvard felt sure Eduardo was there to shut down his restaurant. Given the disaster at
Domus Aurea and the fact held put an Egyptian deserter on the staff list as Hassan, because that wasthe
only way to get the man through security clearance, Chef Edvard could hardly have been surprised if this
wastrue.

Mind you, if the mubahith had even suspected that second fact he'd aready be dead. Chef Edvard's
position, held to under questioning, was that he'd assumed the thin-faced blond waiter was just another
undercover police officer providing protection.

Neither he nor his staff had ever seen the man before.
"Throw it," Eduardo told the boy.

"What about prints?" Idries glanced back at the others, looking for support. At least that's what Eduardo
assumed he waslooking for.

"l don't want to trick you," Eduardo said. "'l just want to see you throw the knife." Pulling apair of cheap
evidence glovesfrom his suit pocket, he tossed them across. "Wear these."

The boy threw as expertly as Eduardo had expected. Without even bothering to heft the knifeto find its
balance.

"Now you," hetold agirl hovering silently near the back.

She struggled with the gloves, findly throwing with the latex fingers only haf over her own so they
flopped like a coxcomb. The knife bounced off the door.



"Try again," said Eduardo as he handed | sabeau the knife and a clean tissue, something Rose insisted he
carry. "Get rid of the gloves," he said, "then wipe down blade and handle when you've finished. | don't
mind."

She stared a him.
"Throw," said Eduardo.
Without the gloves to hamper her, I sabeau put the blade straight into the door.

"l don't understand,” Chef Edvard said into the silence that followed the thud of the blade. "Areyou
saying Ahmed flung thisknife a my pastry cook? That was how Pasca was killed?!

"Of course not," said Eduardo. Histone of voice made it clear he'd never heard anything quite so
ridiculous. "Wipethe blade" Eduardo told the girl, "and giveit to someone dse.”

They dl threw after that. Taking the handkerchief and carefully wiping clean the knife before passing it to
the next person. Even Chef Edvard, histhrow little more than adismissveflick of the wrist that buried the
blade in the door at throat height.

"Right," said Eduardo. "Only two more questions and we're done." Plucking the blade from the door one
fina time, hewiped it on hisown shirt and dropped it back into its evidence bag. The sain onits stedl
blade was rust not blood and its edge was blunt. The only thing thisknife had ever been good for was
throwing at adoor.

"Wherésthefat boy?'

Eduardo had read the files, seen the photographs and memorized the names. But just to be safe held had
the serious-faced assigtant at his office type out alist of everyoneworking at Maison Hafsid and then
he'd read them off at the beginning, like doing arall call at school. He knew who was missing. Ahmed,
obvioudy. Also Hassan.

"Gone," Chef Edvard said flatly.
"Where?' Eduardo demanded.
"We don't know. Hejust didn't show up today. And he missed his shift at Café Antonio last Friday."

"Let meknow if he appears,” said Eduardo. "Okay, find question. Where exactly in the aley was Pascal
Boulart's body found? | want each of you to show mein turn.”

Back at his office desk, aplate of droits de Fatima lifted from Maison Hafsd aready reduced to a
blizzard of pastry flakes, the new Chief of Police drew up hisown list of clues, using afountain pen hed
found in the drawer.

Blunt knife, broken handle, rusty blade; no fingerprints, damaged door; empty corridor; clean steps. A
body that changed position. And finally, most bizarrely, one misplaced murderer.

Eduardo drew circles around each and joined them together as he'd once seen Ashraf Bey do, but
because his clueswere written in alist one under the other, thelinksjust sank, like lead weightson a
fishing line. So Eduardo wrote his clues out again, arranging them in acircle and joining them with new
lines. And then, because it looked so good, he wrote it out athird time, folding one copy to put in his



pocket and leaving the other on his desk for everyone eseto see.

It was only when Eduardo reached the end of the street, still surreptitioudy brushing flakesfrom his
pastry-stained fingersthat he realized his detective work would go unappreciated. He was the boss. The
only person remotely likely to go near his desk was Marie, who stood up every time he cameinto her
outer office. She seemed far too nervous to take such liberties.

Hed just have to show his cluesto Rose instead. Then held tell her the answer, maybe. Licking his
fingers, Eduardo wiped them afresh on his trousers and went to buy Rose some chocolates. Somehow
edting dways made him hungry.

CHAPTER 41

Friday 11th March
"Your Excelency."

Given that someone had stolen all three door knockers, the barefoot Nubian in the white silk robe had
little option but to hammer ever louder on the door of Dar Welham. Asamethod of attracting Ashraf
Bey'sattention it proved surprisingly unsuccessful, al but the find knocks being drowned out by the thud
of ancient and unserviced fansinsde.

Until he made his stop at Kairouan the previous week, Raf hadn't even redlized he owned ahousein
Tozeur, let doneonein the oldest didtrict; but the tall dar with its ochre, geometrically laid brickwork and
dark interior had been awedding present from the Emir to his mother, apparently.

Un présent de mariage.

Isaac & Sons files were dust-buried on the shelves of their deserted walk-up when Raf and three
uniformed officers cut the padlock on the rear and kicked in adoor at the top of the stairs.

All it took was Raf presenting himsdlf at Kairouan's Police HQ and demanding the loan of three good
officers, bolt cutters and a hydraulic battering ram, one of the smal handheld versons. Hisname done
had been enough to turn hiswish list into redlity. The officers were uniformed, respectful and obvioudy
experienced. And theredly terrifying thing, a least the thing that Raf found redlly terrifying wasthat a no
point did anyone ask him for any form of identity.

He went looking for awedding certificate and came back with copies of adeed of ownership, which did
just aswell. The date he wanted was at the top. While his mother's signature and that of Moncef were at
the bottom. Fifty years earlier, on the day after they were married, Moncef had presented his mother with
ahousein Tozeur and another in Tunis. Fifty years. ..

Lady Nafisa, hisaunt, had known this because it was for her that the copies were made by notario
Ibrahim ibn Ishag. Thanking the police officers, Raf had taken one copy of the deed and ordered the men
to remove all other documents from the office and have them shredded, then burned. He made the most
senior officer repeat that order, al documents, al shredded, al burned.

When Raf |€ft to find Hani, Murad and the Bugaitti, the officer was dready radioing for backup whilethe
other two had begun to arrange the filesinto dusty piles on the floor.

Dar Welham, his new house, stood behind the main road from the PAm Groves to Zaouialshmailia, on
the right, hafway down an dley too old and narrow to merit aname. One Side of his street had aready



been partly rebuilt using traditiona yellow brick. Raf's sde remained amess of crumbling facades and
locked doorways, with most of the houses obvioudy empty. Almost al of the triple door knockers,
which allowed long-gone inhabitants to know if the person calling was aman, woman or child, had been
gtolen. Ashad anumber of the old iron locks and the door handles themselves.

The private courtyard of Dar Welham till stank of cat's piss and sewage, athough Raf had dopped it
down at least three times and tipped buckets of rusty water through the open grilles of the drains. Hani
and Murad had concentrated on theinside of the dar, sweeping floors and scrubbing at mineral deposits
that had leached up through the floor tiles.

That the dar had electricity to driveitsfansat all wasamiracle. Oneinvolved twisted flex glued direct to
rough walls and fed through alarge hole into next door's cdllar, where Raf jammed open the trip switch
of ajunction box with haf acdothespin. Air-conditioning would obvioudy have helped. Although being
somewhere other than Tozeur at the start of a khamsin wind might have been better.

Sand fall was expected. And Murad kept referring to a chili , alternating that word with khamsin . It had
to do with a depression moving into the Gulf of Gebes. Onethat had kicked the afternoon temperature
up to 98°F and threatened to drop sand asfar north as Madrid. The local radio station talked about little
dse

"Door," Hani said, looking up from agame of chess. She was winning five gamesto zero. The only way
Murad had been persuaded to play again was her promise that this would be hislast for the day and her
assurance that he'd soon be good enough to beat her. But then, as Murad pointed out, she'd said that the
day beforeaswell.

At Hani's feet stretched Ifritah. Panting in the heat.
"What?' Raf put down the deedsto Dar Welham.
"Someone's at the door," said Hani. "1'd go but it's probably for you."

And it was. Apparently Kashif Pasha's messenger saw nothing odd in presenting an envel ope featuring an
ersatz verson of a European coat of arms, one bearing a Western interpretation of an Othman turban, on
adlver saver in the style of Napoleon 111, overlaid around the edge with Quranic script in beaten gold,
bronze and copper.

"Will there be areply?'
Having read Kashif's message, Raf put it carefully in his pocket.
"No," hesaid, "l think not.”

The Nubian might have come to the door of Dar Welham barefooted and dressed in awhite robe but he
drove off in ablack four-by-four with smoked windows and roo bars big enough to knock down a
buffdo.

"Who wasthat?' said Hani. She stood on the stairs with Murad behind her. A windup radio wasin the
boy's hand.

"Just one of Kashif Pashasfriends.”

"My brother Kashif doesn't have friends,” Murad said firmly, then paused, worried that he might have
sounded rude. "I mean,” he said more politely, "he has only dlies or enemies.” The boy's voice made no
secret of which camp held found himself in. "What does the message say?”



"Tha'sprivate.”

Two heads turned to face Raf. Hani's frown now afull-on scowl. "No secrets," she reminded Ref .
"Remember? That's what you told mewhen Aunt Nafisadied. Anything | asked you would answer."

It had been asmple enough promise, made to a crying child who wanted to know why life was so unfair.
Onethat Raf would have liked an adult, any adult, to have madeto him. And it was proving impossibly
difficult to keep.

"Hani, 'mredly sorry .. ."

"You promised.”

So he had. "It'sfrom Kashif Pasha," Raf said.

"But that's the Emir's coat of arms," Murad ingsted.

"I know," said Raf, "but it's not his message. Kashif and | need to mest.”

"You'renot goingto go . . ." Murad sounded appalled that Raf might even consider it. "Have you listened
to thelatest news?"

Raf hadn'.

Apparently C3N had been told by St. Cloud that Ashraf Bey was behind the attack on Emir Moncef.
Colonel Abad, that well-known war crimina, was mentioned. Aswas Raf's part in helping Abad avoid
being brought to justice. The Marquis even managed to suggest that the bey might be behind last
autumn's attacks on the Midas Refinery, jointly owned by St. Cloud and Hamzah Effendi.

"If you go, Kashif will hurt you,” Murad said flatly. "1 know him."

"All thesame," said Raf, "I think | must." Skimming the note, he ran through words he dready knew by
heart. The message was short. "It seems Kashif's captured the missing waiter," Raf told them both. "Hed
like meto be present at the questioning.”

Hani opened her mouth and shut it again. "Something dse”" she said findly. "What €lsg?"

"Because of the current danger ," said Raf, failing to extract the bleakness from hisvoice, "my brother
has extended his offer of protective custody to include Zara."

"She'shere?"

"Apparently .. ."

"So what do you want Murad and meto do?' Hani asked.

"Stay here," said Raf. "And keep out of trouble. If that's remotely possible.”

Hani's ook was doubtful.

CHAPTER 42

Friday 11th March



Three hoursafter Raf left, men in black jellabas |locked off the unnamed dley usng Jeepsthey
swung across both ends, isolating the stretch in between.

Once again the Jeeps had smoked glass, fat roo bars and whip aerials. The man who seemed in charge
had dyed hair combed forward like a Roman emperor, a heavy moustache and ablack mubahith blouse
on without insgniaof any kind. Only adight bald patch and the fact his choice of top accentuated his
paunch took the edge off an effect that was, Hani had to admit, still quietly threstening.

"You takealook," she said, handing Murad an old pair of opera glasses. The boy did what she
suggested, staring down at the alley entrance.

"Soldiers" hesad.
Hani nodded.
"Indisguise" she sad. "Who'sthe man?'

Murad took a second look at the mubahith with theweird hair. "No one | recognize," he sad, like he
wasn't sureif that was good or bad.

"Arethey from the Emir's guard?’

"Of course not." Murad shook hishead. "All Eugenie'stroops are women." He spoke asif Eugenie were
dill dive. "Those are not women... . ."

Only fear let Hani restrain hersalf. Some people shouted when they got afraid, others closed down, went
dlent. That was her. "Look," Hani said, "you think they support Kashif Pasha?'

"You heard theradio," said Murad. "All the soldiers support my brother Kashif."

"Now theré'sasurprise.” Hani sounded like Zara at her most cross. The way the older girl had been
those last few days at the madersa before Raf vanished, sharp and snotty but nothing like as crud as Raf
had been with hisdark silences and exileinside his own heed.

"Kashif,” Murad said. "Hewon' hurt you."
"Yes, hewill. And hell hurt you. And it won't be thefirgt time, will it?"
"He's il my brother." Murad's voice was quiet.

"And the Emir ishisfather," said Hani flatly. "But he till ordered that attack." She didn't know this, of
course, but she knew her uncle and it was obvious he thought so.

"l don't bdieveit."

"Y ou don't want to," Hani told him. They were sitting together on the flat roof of Dar Welham, peering
over the parapet. Behind them, sheets dried on aline and drifting sand wrote patterns across cracked
tilesand gathered into tiny dunes.

Picking hersdf up, Hani stepped back from the edge. And four floors below, now unseen by Hani or
Murad, the man without insgniaordered one of the jellaba-clad men to knock on the door. After that,
the soldier tried the door without being told and found it locked. So he hammered again, harder.

Faces appeared from the roofs of houses opposite and disappeared just as rapidly when their owners
redlized what was happening.



"Open in the name of the NR."

When thisunnaturaly loud cry went unanswered, the man tried the handle himsdlf. Finding it still securdly
locked, Poul Fischer nodded to ayoung Berber. "Plastique,” he ordered.

The flexible breaching charge the corpord pulled from under his disguise wasn't gtrictly plastique. At least
not in any sense he understood. It was a short length of three-hundred-grain-an-inch cutting chargewith a
soft rubber body that could be bent into any shape needed and a sticky foam that glued it to the door and
hel ped reduce the danger of back fragmentation. Correcting a mubahith officer, however, wasnot in the
corpord's career plan.

Fixing one length around the lock, the corporal positioned two more around the hinges, then did top and
bottom where bolts might be, just to play safe. The FBC series dso came in six-hundred-grain and
twelve-hundred-grain dengties but for hinges of this age three-hundred-grain was probably aready
overkill.

"It might be best, gr, if everyone stood back." Quickly, so he didn't have to see Poul Fischer's answering
expression, the corpora fixed an electronic match to each charge and began to enter hisidentity code
into afiring box.

"Ready whenyou are, Sir."

Raf had never explained to Hani how held managed to bresk Zara's brother out of the basement of a
locked house in Kharmous and sheld been careful never to ask. But with her screen, a satellite shot of El
| sk and some seriousintuition she'd been able to work it out.

Intuition was part inherent and part learnt. The percentages were open to debate. Asthey awayswere
with anything involving socidization versus heredity. Hani, however, was pretty sure sheldd been born with
heightened levels.

Hypersensitivity was one description. Hani knew this because sheld done aquiz on amedica Web site.
It suggested childhood stress might have made changesto an area of her brain called the cingulated
gyrus . Or rather, her time with Aunt Nafisa had ensured changes were not made: reducing Hani's ability
to filter out lifé's raw mixture of competing noise and demands.

Persistent stress-response statewas aterm she got fed by the sitein SantaFe. And Hani had dl the
symptoms, stomach ache and deepless nights, atendency to focus on nonverba clues rather than speech.
A preference for animals over humans.

"Ifritah,” Hani said suddenly.
"What about Ifritah?"

"I'vegot tofind her . . ." Hani was heading towards the stairs down into the house before Murad had
timeto move.

"Wait," he said, louder than he intended. "L et me see what's going on.” Putting his head above the
parapet Murad watched aman far below glue something to the front door. "I don't think it's safe," he
sad.

"We can't leave her behind." Tears had started in Hani's eyes and her face was set. Her cheeks pulled
back asif battling through awind tunnel of misery. "Shell bein danger.”



Murad sighed. "I'll go," he said.

The cat wasn't on the top floor or the floor below. Just to be sure, Murad looked under beds and inside
cupboards, fighting with the rickety shutter of amashrabiyato check that Hani's kitten hadn't some how
got insde, even though the mashrabiya's bolts were rusted amost solid and there was no way thiswas

possible.

She wasn't on the floor below that either, where Raf, Hani and Murad had made camp in a huge room
containing two sofas woven from rattan and adrinks cabinet still full of half-empty bottles of liqueur. Old
copiesof New cientist and The Ecologist sat in amagazine rack. Someone had |eft a paperback
facedown and open under a stool so long ago that most of the pages had rotted away or been eaten by
bestles, but there was no Ifritah.

"Any Sgn?' The question came from above.
"No. Not yet."

Murad was hafway down the last flight of stairs when the door blew in. A pressure wave threw him back
50 he landed in aragged heap. One of the steps caught his spine as he landed and it hurt.

Thefirst soldier through the door shot the cat.

Get up, Murad told himsalf and was relieved to discover that he could. Taking the stlepstwo at atime,
he raced away from the black shadows tumbling through smoke, their wespons at the ready. At the very
top of the house, at the foot of the stairs leading to the roof, Murad removed the key from the bottom
door and used it to double click the lock from the other sde. Then he did the same for the top door, the
onethat led out onto the roof and took that key aswell.

“Ifritah..."

"Not there," hetold Hani. "I'm sorry."

"You'rebleeding.” It sounded asif shed only just noticed the fact.
What?"

Hani touched her nose and Murad touched his own, fingers coming away sticky. "And your ear,” she
said. That turned out to be ticky too.

"WEell beinworsetrouble,” Murad said, "if we don't hide." Which proved to be easier to say than do, as
there was only one exit to the flat roof of the dar and it was aready locked.

"Down there," suggested Hani, pointing over the rear parapet to a dusty garden which obvioudy
bel onged to aneighbour. "We can use that."

Below them, built so that its nearest end joined the back wall of Dar Welham wasthetiled roof of a
fourth-floor balcony. The drop from where they stood to the tiles was maybe twice Hani's height.

"Unlessyou're afraid?’

Instinctively Murad's chin went up. "Of course I'm not,”" he started to say, then met Hani's dark eyes and
stopped. "Okay," hesaid, "I admit it. I've been scared ever snce we left Tunis."

"Metoo." Hani reached out to wipe dirt from hisface, asif that was just anatura thing to do. Maybe it
was, Hani didn't know and probably wasn't the person to ask about stuff like that. Until six months ago



sheld believed that keeping atoy dog in her room deserved the dapsit invariably earned her, because Ali
Dinwas mae and her Aunt Nafisa had rules about such things.

Only now Hani lived with Raf, whose rules were less gtrict. Which made life easier but doing theright
thing more difficult, because most of the time Hani just had to guesswhat that was.. . .

"Like now." Hani said to hersdif.

"Like now what?' demanded Murad.

"We need to move."

She nodded to the doping roof of next door's mashrabiya. "You first," she said.
"Wait..."

"Notime"

"But I'm not ready,” Murad protested. And that was when Hani redlized that both his ears must be
damaged. Someone was trying the handle of the door at the bottom of the roof stairs. A fact that seemed
to escaped Murad.

"Do you want Kashif's men to catch us?’

Siding over the edge, the boy twisted round until he hung by hisfingers, then she heard aclatter below as
Murad flailed for agrip to stop himsdf tumbling over the edge.

Hani'slanding was rather better, athough less catlike than shed have liked; her knees coming up to hit
her chest as she met thetiles. Something else to add to the list of bitsthat hurt.

"Thisway," Hani said, dropping to her belly so she could peer over the edge of the mashrabiya. Its
origina carved screen was stolen and whoever had ripped it out had tacked arotted tarpaulin in place to
hide what they'd done. There was a market for architectural salvage, particularly at thetop end. Back in
El 1k, Hamzah Effendi had a houseful of the stuff. Hani was about to explain thisto Murad but decided
to save her words. He looked a bit preoccupied.

"Il go," Hani said. ™Y ou went firgt lagt time."

Thedifficult bit turned out to be lowering hersaf over the edge, what with tiles scraping against knees,
legs and tummy until the pull of gravity left her hanging. And that was before Hani edged rapidly aong the
drop looking for atear she'd seen in the tarpaulin. Swinging once for luck, Hani flipped through the gap
to land ingde the mashrabiya.

It was dl she could do not to miaow.
"Now you," Hani hissed, ripping aside some of the rotted canvas. "That should make it eesier.”

She saw his shoesfirgt, scuffed oxfords followed rapidly by socks, turn-ups from hisflanne trousers and
then the length of his body up to the waist. She thought for a second Murad was about to freeze but he
kept coming until he hung, eyes shut high above the courtyard.

"Doit," Hani sad.

So Murad swung once, jackknifing like agymnast and when he landed it was on histoes.



"That was okay," Hani admitted and Murad dmost smiled. Together they refixed the rotten canvas as
best they could. Hanging the tarpaulin from the holes that Hani had made when she ripped some of it
down.

The empty house had two exits, amain one onto an aley and asmall door, cupboardlike, that opened
into a cul-de-sac so tight it was little more than the gap between two barely separate walls, one obvioudy
much newer than the other. They chose the narrow way and findly exited on astreet called Rue des
Jardins, walking quickly with their heads down until they passed through acar park behind ahotd.

Walking dowly would have made more sense. Only neither one quite had the nerve so they hurried
instead, trying hard not to run. And when they finaly reached the market on Rue Ibn Chabbat, Hani
made Murad stop in the shadow of alorry.

"Let me," shesaid. Her handkerchief was unused and till held creases from where it had been ironed by
Donna. Just looking at it made Hani want to cry. Licking a corner, she steadied Murad's chin with one
hand and wiped crusted blood from the side of his mouth with the other. When she tried to wash blood
from hisleft ear Murad began to cry aswell.

"We are running away, right?' Murad asked, once his face was clean again.

"Not exactly," said Hani. She smiled at the boy's exasperated expression. "We're staying out of trouble. .

It was Murad who first saw the bus. And Hani who pointed out that the vehicle was actualy acoach. A
brief argument about the difference then followed before Murad eventually bowed to Hani'singstence
that coaches had smoked-glass windows, air-conditioning and their own loos.

This one even had onboard newsfeed, computer games and four private cabins. A fact advertised in large
gold letters dong both sides. Right below alinethat read Haute Travel: Tripoli and above the URL for
adtefew locals could get, becauise Web connections without licence were banned by law in Ifrigiya. Not
to mention most other parts of North Africa.

"Weneed adisguise,” said Hani.
Murad stared at her.

"Think about it," said Hani. "Those soldiers were after Murad Pashaand Lady Hanaa-Mansur." That
Hani admitted her own first name was unusud in itself.

"If they are actudly after us" Murad said. He'd been thinking abouit that.
"Who else would they be after?’
"Aghref Bey?'

"They waited until he was gone," Hani said firmly. Sheturned to Murad, face serious. "Y ou're certain
they were Kashif'smen?'

"I'm sure,”" said Murad.

"Even though they said they were the Army of the Naked?"



"Yes," Murad said. "That'swhy I'm sure.”

"Okay," said Hani. Peeling $5 from her roll she gaveit to Murad. "Y ou got thisas atip from an American
journdigt," shetold the boy.

Why?

Hani sighed. "It doesn't matter . . . For showing her the way. For fetching her aglass of water. Make it
up.”

"What do you want meto get?' Murad demanded.

He bought awhite T-shirt, made in Morocco, size XXL and apair of plastic sandals with sputnik inred
across the strap. Murad also bought a Dynamo's hat, which he wrecked by ripping off the brim so that
from thefront it looked like a skullcap.

"What did you buy that for?* Hani asked.
"Thecap?'
"Nosdlly, that . .." She pointed at the T-shirt still draped over hisarm.

"Watch," said Murad and stripped off his soiled Aertex shirt and scrunched it into abal. Sipping the new
shirt over his head, Murad turned his back on Hani and unbuttoned his trousers, stepping out of those as
well. With a T-shirt down around his knees, his socks gone and cheap sandals Murad looked like most
other kidsin the market, his new shirt making do for arobe.

When he turned back Hani was pointedly staring into the distance.

"Your turn," said Murad.

CHAPTER 43

Friday 11th March

"You came,” said Major Jalal, asif he'd been waitinghour sfor Raf to appear. Hawk eyes glittered
above a sharp nose and heavy moustache. And the smile that accompanied his comment hovered on the
edge of contempt.

"How could | refuse my brother?' Raf said lightly. A single glance was enough to swallow the scene:
Magor Jdd in full uniform, alieutenant and, standing behind him, the inevitable black Jeep.

Two soldiers sood by the Jeep trying to look casual.

"Wdll, now you're here," said Mgor Jald, "wherewould Y our Excedllency liketo sit, front or the back . .
L7

"Zara?' Raf asked, not moving.

"Your migressis safe," Mgor Jaa assured him. "And you can see her soon. But, before that, 1've got
ordersto take you to Kashif Pasha. Hewould like aword."

Raf amiled. "Y ou know how itis™" hesaid. "Family comesfirg."



"l understand that's one of the things His Highness wantsto talk about.” Mgor Jald'svoice was dry.
"The fact you seem to believe he'syour brother.”

Kashif hadn't always been manipulative. So people said. Mostly those who'd never met him. Asasmadll
boy he'd been loved and loving, open and happy to consider the fedlings of others. That was how Kashif
Pasha's officia biography reported it anyway.

One day, maybe thirty years ago when he was first made agenera, so sometime around seventeen,
Kashif had demanded sight of hisearly school reports. Harrying some minor archivist into finding thefile
and doing whatever was necessary to get it rel eased.

Thiswas during one of Emir Moncef's periodic bouts of madness. With the man camped out under a
summer sky somewhere south of Wadi a B'ir, speaking to no one and deeping between two of Eugenie's
troop for warmth. Wearing nothing, apparently. Although the girls were allowed to retain their pants. It
was dl extremey adolescent.

Of course, only Lady Maryam dared cal it madness. Everybody e se spoke of the Emir'sretreats and his
need to remain in touch with the land. But it was madness dl the same. A howling depression that hed
Moncef claiming (literaly) to be someone dse. At these times only Eugenie could help. Wherever she
was and whatever she might be doing, Eugenie stopped doing it and came, e egant and stern-faced. He
was quieter after her visits. Sometimes for months and once for the period of awhole year.

The school Kashif attended was at the rear of the Bardo Palace next to amosgue. School and mosque
were not connected. It was, however, reasonable to assume they were and many people did, both in
Tunisand abroad. There were eighteen and ahdf pupilsin Kashif's class, thisbeing the nationa average.
And hisyear wastaught the nationa syllabus, which included French, gymnastics, mathematics and
poetry. The haf pupil was achieved by alowing one boy to attend every other lesson.

If one left out the fact the other seventeen and ahdf pupilsin Kashif's class were ether his cousinsor
chosen from the sons of government minigters, then Bardo High was atypica loca school of the kind
found dl over Ifrigiya. What most news reports forgot to mention was that Kashif's school had only one
class, hisown. The school opened when he reached five and shut when he reached fifteen; there never
was ayear below Kashif or ayear above. The pupil to staff ratio was two to one.

His reports had been as exemplary as his marks. Each master describing awarm and outgoing child. A
boy who'd unquestionably have had a greet future ahead of him irrespective of birth.

Having reread these, Kashif Pasha demanded the redl reports--on the basis that these must exist. A
request which sent the already nervous archivigt into near-termina decline. Faced with arranging the
forbidden, the archivigt tried to explain to Kashif about secret bags , inadvertently offering the
seventeen-year-old boy awhole new source of information and income.

Secret bags were kept in avault below the Bardo, that much the archivist knew. Once sedled they could
only be opened in the presence of awitness, provided . . . Thered followed along list of stipulationsto
which the young Kashif hadn't bothered to listen.

Practically dragging the archivist to where the man believed the secret bags were stored, Kashif
demanded they both be given entry. With the Emir gone and that wing otherwise empty, the chamberlain
had done the obvious; opened the front door and saluted smartly. It had taken Kashif ten minutesto
identify the vault and another five to bully someone into unlocking the door. A problem never to arise



again after Kashif relieved the porter of hiskey.

Goatskin, Kashif decided, maybe sheep, nothing too fancy. Cured in away that was dmost intentional ly
perfunctory and stitched crudely with gut. Impressive signatures covered each bag, mostly from hisfather
and occasiondly Eugenie. One from the Soviet ambassador and even one from the Marquisde S.
Cloud. Any person wanting to open abag to examine its contents had to sign the outside before the sedl
was cut. Some of the newer sealswere dmost silver, others oxidized down to adull black.

Kashif wasinordinately proud to discover that he had awhole rack to himsalf. Seven legther bagsin
total. Starting with the first, Kashif cut its seal and began to read an account of hislife that he recognized.

Hewas surly, bad at games and prone to violence. His unbroken run of gods, his easy knockdownsin
boxing and rapid fencing victories owed more to who he was than to any innate physica talent.

His marks suffered an automeatic 25 percent inflation. The French mistress he liked most had been paid
off after complaining that hed molested her in acorridor.

The summer Kashif turned seventeen was the year he got his reputation for working hard. Hed appear
every morning at the relevant wing of the Bardo, notebook in hand and a nervous young archivist two
steps behind. And each evening hed make hisway back to his mother's dar with another courtier'slife
pinned to the board of his memory.

He made friends fast that summer and was given three cars, including hisfirst Porsche and a speedboat
he used to take Russian girls water-skiing, until he hit asunken rock and an attaché's daughter ended up
acasuaty. The high point was when he acquired his own villaon Iles de Kirkeah, from an elderly genera
whose devation to his childless, long-suffering wife was gpparently exceeded only by hisdevotionto a
long string of pretty Moroccan houseboys.

Every bag he chose Kashif dutifully signed, leaving it to the archivist to repack the contents and affix a
new sed. The onefor hismother was especidly interesting. Particularly in relation to avisit madeto
Gerda Schulte three weeks before she married hisfather. A surgeon briefly famous for patenting the only
medically undetectable, biologicaly foolproof method of restoring virginity. A technique surprisingly
popular among the middle classes of North Africaand the source of her heir's considerable wedth.

It was asnippet of information Kashif parlayed with his mother into anew apartment in the Bardo, one
with its own entrance. His other knowledge Kashif kept close as an enemy, deadly asafriend; using it
only as necessary oncethat first flush of power was gone. Murad wasn't even born when Kashif
discovered the bags and, by the time he was, the bags had gone. Exactly when they vanished Kashif
never discovered. HEd gone to Monte Carlo one Monday and come back two years later to find the
room empty and repainted, awaiting ddivery of an apparently vauable collection of
late-nineteenth-century tax returns.

Onething Kashif knew for certain though. No bag had made reference to hisfather having married again.
At least not until that American girl to whom Eugenie introduced him, Murad's mother. The onewho
went off acliff. And the bag that dedlt with Moncef's bastards made no reference to an Ashraf a-Mansur
or Ashraf anything else, cometothat . . . Whatever the late Eugenie de la Croix or hisfather might claim.

"Afternoon,” Raf said to aguard by the side of the path. The man looked at Mg or Jad, trying to work
out if he was meant to salute Ashraf Bey or not. Just to be safe, he saluted anyway.

Up ahead stood Kashif Pasha, with no one dsein sight. At least not obvioudy; one sniper hidinaclump



of pdmsto Raf'sleft. Phoenix dactylifera , tree of the Phoenicians with finger-resembling fruit. Raf had
Hani to thank for that snippet of information.

Another sniper was behind him. The smell of tobacco as Raf entered the amphitheatre had been too
strong not to whisper itswarning. That Kashif Pashafet such protection was necessary almost made Raf
fed better.

"Brother." Raf drawled the word. No greeting and nottitle, zero hodtility either. Let the other man make
the running on this. Kashif Pasha was supposed to be apoker player, famousfor it apparently . . .

Raf smiled.

"Fedling happy about something?" asked Kashif.
"Alwaysglad to seeyou,” Raf said. "Y ou know how it is."
"No," said Kashif, "l can't say | do."

Raf's grin was bleak as he adjusted his Armani shades and smelled the hot wind. Sweat, fear, anger and
triumph. Benegath the distant tobacco and K ashif's cologne there was a veritable symphony of olfactory
molecules being ripped apart by abreeze that filtered between salt-stunted thorns.

"Ohwdl," hesaid.

They sood in the ruins of asmal Roman amphithestre with fifteen circles of seating cut direct into
crumbling pink rock. The central circle was haf-buried in dust and a cheap kiosk near the entrance had
sgnsthat read Closed in seven languages. Itsfilthy window and padlocked door suggested the site had
been shut Since autumn.

There was undoubtedly alesson thereif only Raf had the mind for it, because according to Khartoum
there was alesson in everything; in appearance and the redlity behind appearance and in the redity
behind the first appearance of redlity. In Khartoum's opinion to hunt knowledge wasto lose it.

"Youseemamused . . ." Kashif'svoicewas cold. "Am | missing something?'
"Wedl are" said Raf. "That's the very essence of being human.”

Two of Mgor Jaa's soldiers|ooked at each other. One of them mouthing to the other and Raf caught
the silent word. Moncef . . . Hisfather, that was what they were saying. He was like hisfather.

Mad.

Even Kashif Pashanodded. Asif willing, for the moment, to admit that the one might be son of the other.
"Thismissng waiter . . ." sad Raf. And got no further.

"He's confessed.”

Behind his shades, Raf blinked. "To what?'

"Digguisng himsdf to infiltrate the Domus Aureawith the expressintent of killing the Emir." Kashif'sface
burned with anger. Or maybe triumph. "He was working for the French. Asan agent provocateur ina
revolutionary cell that aso included the dead Sufi. He's admitted everything.”

"And you know his confession istrue, how?" A reasonable enough comment one would have thought.



"Because he wrote it himself." So close to Raf was Kashif Pashathat Raf could identify at least three of
the things Kashif had eaten for lunch. "Ask the crimind if you don't believeme. . . And then we can
shoot him." A minor tic at the edge of Kashif's mouth pulled it out of shape. His pupilswere large and his
gazedirect.

Kashif Pashameant it.

Thiswaswhen Raf redlized the pasha was serious. Hed summoned Raf to watch the execution of aman
Kashif Pasha genuindly believed had tried to kill hisfather. All because of athrowaway line from Raf
about suspecting Kashif. A barb that had dug deep into the pashas flesh, dragging him to a point of
intengty that owed far more to indignation than fear or guilt. That worried Raf.

Bluster, thregts, fake fury, those Raf could handle. But ademand for gpproval, this expectation that he
would immediately withdraw all accusations when faced with evidence.. . . Therewas a sour note to this
that rang like a cracked bell.

If not Kashif, thenwho . . . Berlin/the Thiergarten ?1t seemed unlikely.
"Your waiter," said Raf. "Whereishe?'

Inreply, Kashif jerked his head towards yet another black Jeep, parked beside the ticket kiosk. Smoked
windows, roo bars and aradiator grille like the baleen of aloose-lipped whae. One could only assume
the mubahith imported theminjob lots.

"Get him," Kashif demanded.

Major Jalal nodded and seconds later, as two guards tossed a naked figure at Raf's feet his heart sank.
He should never, ever have let Chef Edvard register him with Domus Aurea security using someone else's
name.

Hassan stank of fear and bled from a split mouth. His nose was broken, three front teeth were gone and
his face was a veritable rainbow of pain. Whip marks scored his heavy shoulders. A dozen cigarette
burns speckled his soft belly. There had been nothing subtle about the questioning.

"Thisisyour waiter?'
Major Jalal nodded.
"According to my niece," said Raf, "the missing waiter wastallish and thin. Thisman is short and fat."

"Lady Hanais mistaken." Mgor Jdd's voice wasfirm. "But then the dining room waslit by chanddliers
and somewhat dark so it would be an easy error for afrightened child to make. Besides, Y our
Excellency has his brother'sword thet thisis the man.”

"Let meguess,” said Raf. "He protested hisinnocence for a couple of days, then decided to tell you the
truth..."

"Isthere apoint to this?' Kashif's voice was hard.
"Of coursetherésapoint,” said Raf with asigh.

The three-day rule had been explained to him by two people he admired. One of them, as mother of
Sesttle's famous Five Winds Friendship Society had inherited an administration that kept surgeons onits
payroll. And it had taken using their undoubted skills on two soon-to-retire elder brothersto get that



anomaly changed, or so Hu San had said. The other person was Fdlix.

Therule of threewassmple. And in aligt of fiveit camejust before the onethat said blustering men
broke faster than quiet women . . . No matter how brave or well trained, even asaint was ready to
confessto devil worship by the third day; there were no exceptions. Keep death away and rack up the
pain and by day three dl anybody wanted to know waswhereto sign.

Chef Edvard's sous-chef had been no different. Poor sod.

"Hassan," sald Raf and watched asthe fat boy raised his head, eyes widening as he saw the man in front
of him.

"Youre..."

"Aghraf Bey," said Raf, kicking Hassan in the ssomach. "Well done." He kicked again and when Hassan
findly looked up with imploring eyes, Raf went for the kidneys. It wasthis blow that knocked Hassan
UNCONSCious.

"Y ou know the man?" Kashif's voice was thoughtful.

"Of course| know him," Raf said. "I'm Chief of Police. HE'sthe main witnessto the Maison Hafsid killing
and on the precinct payroll as an informer. One of my lieutenants was wondering what had happened.”

"You recognized by sight a man who tried to shoot my father . . ." Kashif seemed to betrying the
sentencefor Sze, consdering its usefulness.

On either side of the pasha his guards had gone very till. Maybe it was Kashif's tone of voice or perhaps
he had some signal like afinger tapping againg his nose, ashift of hisweight or a certain nod of his head.
Most peoplein his position had special Sgnsand ways of giving ingructions,

One of them must have said club thisimpostor to the ground.

"Well done,” said the voice. Raf ignored it. He had more important things to do than talk to the fox.

Twigting steadily, Raf pulled againgt his shackles until he felt one arm didocate. It hurt no more than many
other thingsin hislife and far less than waking after the operation that replaced hiskidneysasachild.
About as much as a beating he once took in Sesattle from a street punk called Wild Boy, back when they
both worked for Hu San.

Raf hadn't seen the blow coming. Hadn't even felt the pistol butt that brought oblivion, the state to which
hislife seemed eterndly drawn. One minute Raf was standing facing Kashif Pasha, then darkness came.

When Raf woke the firgt time hewasin awaiter's uniform. The white blindnessin his eyesthe afterglow
of acameraflash; and for amoment, floating on pain and watching the cameraburn on theinsde of his
eydids, Raf believed he was young again.

And then he knew he wasn't and hadn't been for avery long time.

CHAPTER 44

Friday 11th March



Opening the door was easy. Hani just pushed a buttonthat read emergency release and aswirl of
blissfully cool air exploded onto Ibn Chabbat Square. To close the door behind her she hit a button
marked shut . This button was on theinsde, obvioudy enough. And then they were in the coach,
examining its hydraulic seats and checking the spird stairsthat led to a glass observation bubble.

"Too obvious," said Hani.

At the very rear of the coach wasawall of showers and toilets (two of each, divided into male and
female). Between these and the seating area farther forward was a short corridor featuring a couple of
diding doors on each side. So the bus went seats/narrow corridor/wall of loos where a back window
should be. The diding doorswere marked stateroom 1, 2, 3and 4. . .

"l don't get it," Murad complained, not for thefirst time.
"Good," Hani told him. "Stick with thet."

She pushed him through one of the diding doors, having first flipped up itslock with a penknife, an act of
breaking and entering made much easier than she expected by the coachmakers fear of litigation, which
guaranteed that every door was smplicity itself to open from the outside should the need arise. Which, in
Hani'sopinion, it had.

A man'sroom, Russan to judge from the phrase book and an open magazine left on the side. "Try the
next one," said Hani and bundled Murad back through the diding door, relocking it behind her.

A woman, travelling done. The upper bunk unmade, blankets till folded, the lower one exhibiting neetly
turned-back coversand a perfectly straight pillow. Also Soviet. Too neat by half. "WEell try the other
sde" Hani sad.

Both bunksin the next cabin had been used. The cover on the bottom one hung nestly, the cover to the
top bunk was till crumpled. A Biblein English, trandated by someone called St. James. Hani didn't want
to be prejudiced, but . . .

Actudly that could be good.

On abedside locker, open and facedown, lay a Discovery Channel guideto Ifrigiya, its spine cracked in
half adozen places. A handful of foreign changefilled asaucer.

"E pluribus unum. . ." From one, many. Or wasit, from many, one? Hani's Latin wastoo rusty for her
to be certain which it wasif either. So she put down the coin and picked up aflowery dressing gown
draped over apeg on the door.

"Nylon," shetold Murad.

The garment was surprisingly short, abeit ill long enough to drag on the carpet when Hani tried it on
without sandals. It was the gown's width that impressed her. She and Murad could have hidden insde the
thing threetimes over.

"Thisll do," Hani said with the certainty of someone who distrusted thin people even if shewas one.
Y ears of living with Aunt Nafisahad seen to that. "We hide here."

"Hide?"

"Okay, then," said Hani, sttling hersdf on thefloor. "Wewait."



Around dusk, Hani heard the tourists finally clamber aboard and felt the coach settle on its dampers. Or
maybe it was springs? Mechanica thingsweren't redly her area. Computersnow . . . But hard asit was
to believe, the e pluribus unum couple making thistrip were doing so without a single computer, PDA
or screen. Unlessthey'd taken the lot with them and Hani found that hard to believe.

"Weremoving," said Murad, his expression worried.

"That's what we want to happen,” Hani told him. She indicated a spot next to her on the carpet and
Murad looked doubtful. Hewas il dightly afraid of her, Hani redlized. And of everything else. Beneath
that buttoned-down manner her cousin was as raw to the world as she was, maybe more so, because
she knew how to adapt while Murad was till learning.

Meanwhile hejust |ooked bemused.

"Uncle Ashraf will befing" Hani promised, redlizing as soon as she spoke that this was not what worried
the boy. She might worry about her uncle but Murad had his own problems, ones unknown to her.

"Do you think getting older makes you weaker?' Murad demanded suddenly.
Hani thought about it. "'l thought it made you stronger.”

"That'swhat they tdll you," said Murad, "but isit true?| fed like | know less every day. Everything
always used to be clear but now . . ."

"What was clear?' Hani asked.
"Knowingwhattodo. . ."
"And were you dlowed to do it?"

They sat together until Murad was so desperate for apee that he could sit till no longer. Hani didn't tell
him she aso needed the loo. Some things were dtill private for girls.

"Usethebasin,” Hani said. . . "Now rinseit out," she suggested afterwards.

Murad and Hani then had a brief discussion about whether or not to bolt their door from inside. Hani
won and the bolt was |eft open. Darkness arrived long before someone findly did akey into the lock.

"We haveto get themin here" Hani said.
"What? We'renot goingto .. ."

"No," said Hani. "I've dready told you, | just need them to mysdlf for afew minutes. We. . ." she
amended. "We need them."

Why?

"Because we do," Hani announced firmly and together they crawled into anarrow space previoudy
occupied by asuitcase.

"Who moved that?' The voice was Midwestern American and femae, puzzled rather than angry. Hani
didn't care who the voice belonged to, sheliked them aready. "Carl, Carl . . ." The admonition was
addressed to thin air. It had to be, because only one pair of legs could be seen in the room.



White plastic sandals shuffled over to the wall, the case rose from the floor and then it was being tipped
on its side and pushed towards Murad.

He grunted.

That was what they'd agreed on, asimple grunt. Now came the dangerous bit when the cabin's owner
might shout or rush out into the coach and demand hel p. They'd decided how to handle thistoo.

Hani whimpered.

"Who'sthere?'

The case pulled back, tipped upright.

"Comeout," the woman demanded. "Come out right now."

Murad crawled from under the bunk and scrambled to hisfeet. His eyes were lowered and his shoulders
dumped. Inside his head he was trying to remember how Hani had suggested he should shuffle his shoes.

"Oh gresat. A thief." The woman sounded exasperated. "I suppose you've dready pocketed al our stuff.”
Her glance took in the whole cabin, al five paces of it and found nothing missing. "Maybe not,” she
admitted, "but then what are you doing here? And what happened to your face?' Shetook Murad's chin
in her fingers and turned his head to the light, tutting as she did so. " Someone hit you?"

When the boy stayed silent, Micki Vanhoffer sighed. She was alarge, home-loving woman very far from
Ohio. Doing what her husband thought she should be doing, taking a bresk from comfortable cruises
around the Caribbean. A month in North Africawas hisidea. Well, and her eldest son's, Carl Junior. An
anniversary present supposedly. So here she was on aglorified busin the middle of aheat wave, in
March for heaven's sakes.

"I'd better tell the driver,” Micki said mostly to hersdlf, reaching for the door handle. "And then we can
cal your parents.”

"He doesn't have any," said Hani, rolling out from under the bunk in atumble of aamsand legs. After
scrambling upright, she took Murad's hand and gripped hard when he tried to pull away. "Were
orphans,” she added quickly. "From an orphanage. A cruel place.”

Huge black eyeslooked up a Micki VVanhoffer from beneath arather dirty scarf. Eyesthat svam so
deep with tears they appeared larger than was humanly possible. Below those eyes jutted a nose too
prominent to fit any Western idea of beauty and under this amouth that positively quivered with anguish.

"You spesk English . . ." Micki meant it as a statement rather than a question, but her words were
inflected, risng towards the end so Hani found hersdf answering.

"Yes" Hani said. "l learnt it from tourists. When | wasworking in acafé with my mother."
Micki looked puzzled. "I thought you said you lived in an orphanage?’
"Thiswas before my mother died,” Hani said firmly. "When | waslittle

"Whenyou were. . ." Thelarge woman looked at the smdl girl and sighed. "Thingslike this never happen
oncruises" shesad. "I'll get Carl Senior down from the bubble. Y ou wait here."



"You say he'syour brother . . ."
Hani looked at Murad, then nodded. "My brother,” she agreed. "Unfortunately he's not very bright.”

The man asking Hani questionswas big in adifferent way. His shoulders so broad that they seemed to
dretch againg hisvery skin. On his T-shirt was asmple fish made from asingle line that curled back
over itsdf at thetall; Hani had afedling shed seen the Sgn before,

"Y ou havethefigh."
The man nodded. "Y ou know what it means?"
Hani nodded. "Of coursel know," she said. "Everyone knows."

"Carl .. ." Theword wasawarning. "I know you want to do good in this heathen place but remember
what our brochure said about preaching.”

"I'm not preaching,” said the man. "She mentioned it first." He dropped to acrouch in front of Hani.
"What's this about an orphanage?’ The words were soft, unlike his eyes, which were pale, watchful and
just atouch angry. Mentioning his shirt had obvioudy been abad move.

"Wererunning avay,” said Hani.

"l can seethat.”

"From an orphanage.”

"What'sits name? Come on," he said when Hani hesitated. " Spit it out.”
Hani looked puzzled. " Spit what out?' she said.

"Carl!"

"It'safar question," Carl Vanhoffer said to hiswife. "If she can't ingtantly name the orphanage, then it
probably doesn't exist. And that boy isn't her brother. Not full brother anyway. The skin colours are way
different.”

"You'l haveto excuse Carl Senior," said the woman with atight smile. "He used to be a police officer.
He getslike this sometimes. Y ou should have seen him with Carl Junior when hewasgrowingup. . ."

"That's okay," said Hani. "My uncle used to be a policeman. He gets like that too and your husband's
right. We're not redlly running away from an orphanage.”

"Toldyou," Carl Vanhoffer said. "What are you running away from?"

"Marriage," said Hani and dowly pulled the shawl tight round her face, shrinking ingdeit. With her
hunched shoulders and narrow back she looked frighteningly young. "And you're right about the other
thing too, Muri's not my brother, heésmy cousin.”

"How old are you?' That was the woman.
Hani thought about it.

"Wel?' The man'seyeswere less hard than they had been. Sightly mistrustful to be true enough but not
out-and-out dishdieving.



"Twelve," said Hani, adding ayear to her age. Assuming Khartoum was right and sheredly had just
turned dleven.

"Y ou don't look it."

"Carl!" Again that outrage, dmost maternal. Like there were things men couldn't berelied onto
understand. Hani glanced at the both of them, the American man and woman. Most husbands and wives
she'd met had harder edgesto their lives and stricter boundaries. However, Hani had to admit to not

having met many.

Hamzah Effendi and Madame Rahinawere not agood modd. Aunt Jalilaand Uncle Mushin even worse.
One now dead, the other apparently in asanatorium. Uncle Ashraf and Zara? They weren't even a
couple, not properly.

"It'sdl to do with food," Hani told the woman. "The less you get to eat the smaler you look . . . A doctor
told me," she added, before Carl Senior had achance to ask her how she knew.

"And the poor get married younger," said the woman.

Hani wasn't convinced this was true because, the way Zaratold it, the really poor peoplein Iskandryia
couldn't afford to get married until their twenties, which might be why they got so cross. And that fact
probably applied to Ifrigiyaaswell.

But Hani kept her silence.

Despite what Uncle Ashraf, Zaraand everyone € se thought, she aways had known when to keep her
opinionsto hersdf.

"Have you met the boy you're meant to marry?"

"Ohyes." Hani nodded.

"What's he like?' The woman sounded interested. Appalled, but till interested.

"Okay, | guess," said Hani, jerking her narrow chin towards Murad. "Asboysgo. . ."
"Thisishm?'

Hani nodded again.

"And he's running away with you?' Carl Senior sounded doubtful.

"Of course," said Hani, "Muri doesn't mind getting married but he doesn't want to leave school.”
"Why would he leave school ?* It was Micki's turn to look muddled.

"Because hell need ajob for when | haveababy . . ."

"When you . . ." Ther voices were so loud that Hani was afraid the Russian in the next cabin might art
to wonder what was wrong.

"What exactly are you telling them?' Murad hissed, his Arabic S0 flawless he could have been reciting
poetry at the court of along-dead caliph. Needlessto say Micki and Carl Senior understood not aword.

"That we're running away,” said Hani. "Because our parents want usto get married.”



"Married?" Murad stood openmouthed in outrage. "Y oure eleven,” he said. "I'm twelve. Fourteen isthe
earliest agirl can get married in Ifrigiya. Sixteen for boys."

"But they don't know that, do they?' said Hani.
"What are you tdling him?" Carl Senior demanded.

"That Muri shouldn't be afraid of you," said Hani. "That you won't hand us over." Shewas glancing at the
man but she wastaking to Micki.

CHAPTER 45

Friday 11th--Sunday 13th March

He stank and therewaslittle doubt that he'd just pissedhimsef again. Liquid hisbody couldill
afford tolose. Raf had dso started to think of himsalf as he and that was never agood sign.

Maybe it wasthisthat alowed the fox to return. Alternatively, Raf had just got bored with trying to hold
himself together.

"Now dislocate your other shoulder," ordered the fox.

Raf shook his head. Histeeth gritted not from bravery or pain but because he wastrying to stop his
upper left canine from falling out and keeping his mouth closed was dl he could come up with, given both
his hands were shackled behind his back and fixed to awall.

Impossible.

"Not impossible," said thefox, "just painful. Work on the difference." And then Raf stopped letting
the different bits of himself talk to each other and started to listen to the sound of a seathat had vanished
millions of years before, after the Chott € Jerid finally separated from the Mediterranean to become first
aninland seq, then alake and ultimatdly the flood-prone sdt flatsit findly became.

Except that the waveslike the voices, came from within him and there was nothing supernatura about
them.

What Raf could hear was the sound of his own blood echoing off the stone walls of an azib, adomed
shelter built for goats and now his prison. At first the noise had been dight as meltwater over pebbles,
growing louder, until now it splashed like afosse faling into a cool meltwater pool far below. Hewas
lisening to what was | eft of hisown life.

"Doit," Raf told himsdlf. "Didocate."

Hisfirs ideaafter Mgor Jald had bolted the heavy azib door was to somersault out of his predicament
by rolling forward to hang upside down from his shackled wrigts, then twist Sdewaysto land on hisfeet,
facing the wall, with the shackles now in front of him. All he needed to do then was free hiswristsand dig
himsdf out.

Two failed attempts had convinced Raf thiswasimpossible. So now hewas going with thefox's
suggestion, that Raf begin by convincing himsdlf he was redlly merdly testing the strength of the chains
shackling himto thewall.

Asever, when facing something unplessant, the trick was to remove onesdf from the pain. A trick heldd



previoudy spent many months unlearning. Although back then he'd been somebody dse. Or rather,
Bayer-Rochelle had made him somebody else and done agood job of it too; much better than any of his
schools had managed.

Removing onesdlf from pain wasn't atrick everybody could master. For agtart, it required acertain
working knowledge of the subject, preferably one built up over many years. Unless, of course, it was
possibleto go for asngle cataclysmic thunderburst that shocked the flesh into learning something it never
forgot.

Raf didn't know, that wasn't the route he'd taken.

The secret was to be somewhere else. Answering questions other than those asked. While hunting for the
fracture behind redlity.

Breethe through nose or mouth . . .
Saturday or Sunday . . .
Liveor die. ..

"Just one collection of questions after the next, isn't it?" said thefox. "Life | mean. Or what passes
forit..."

How long he'd been in the azib Raf wasn't sure. Being knocked unconscious did that to you. At least it
awaysdid to him. And hisback history was punctuated, at significant points, by such bouts of darkness,
athough often differently induced.

Actudly, it was probably more accurate to say hislife, back history, cdl it what one would, wasastring
of cold darkness punctuated by sharp, occasionally contradictory memories of being awake. What Raf
had taken to caling the sickroom conundrum and what the fox insisted on caling Schrodinger's paint

pot.

If he went to deep in award that was green and woke in the same room but it was grey, what had
changed? Redlity, the room or Raf? There was something very primitive about that question. Almost
classic. A puzzle replete with a dozen resonances Raf undoubtedly failed to gppreciate.

Therewas, of course, an even more primitive conundrum sumped againgt the wall opposite, quietly
decomposing in note after note of sweet decay. At what point did Hassan cease to be human? And what
exactly did death remove from that origina mix of 65 percent oxygen, 18 percent carbon, 9.5 percent
hydrogen and dl those other elements neither Raf nor the fox could be bothered to remember?

Dying seemed smple, decomposing less o, if Hassan was representetive. A veritable matrix of influences
condraining or facilitating the metamorphosis: beginning with atack by insects, origindly flies, then

beetles, finaly millipedes, amount of clothing intact, in this case none; leve of physicd trauma,
considerable; ambient heat, sveltering . . .

The fox and Raf aso agreed on the probability that soil type made someimpact.

Flix would have known. Having wiped hisfinger on the floor of the azib held have announced ahigh
sdine content was hindering decompaosition or saltpetre was causing mummification. Of course, the fat
man was quite cgpable of wiping hisfinger straight on the body.

When Raf first woke, Hassan had been coming out of rigor, locked muscles dowly relaxing, starting with
hiseyelids, lower jaw and the soft jowls of hisneck. And Raf didn't need voicesin hishead to tell him



thiswas decomposition of musclefibre.

By evening the boy's face had turned aweird greenish red, with averitable tie-dye of corruption
brightening hisflabby chest and blotching his naked thighs. It was around this time that Hassan began to
smell. At least that was what Raf thought then. Now, reassessing, he understood that corruption had
barely started.

After the face began to mdt, millipedes arrived to eat mites busy feeding on flesh, the blowflies having
aready gone. And gas-filled blisters began to appear under the skin asliquid leached from anus, nogtrils,
mouth and ears. In dl probability, Raf realized, he was taking more interest than waswisein the
intricacies of what was happening. But it was hard to avoid when shackled in astone azib, five paces
from one'svery own memento mori .

"Enough with the thinking," said thefox, its voice completely present for the first timein weeks. "You
can dislocate your way out of this or stay here and die. Make a choice.”

It looked out through Raf's eyes. The bit of him that had never been entirely human.

"You want thisto end," it said, "then end it. But ask yourself this. . . How many more times can
you afford to die?"

CHAPTER 46

Saturday 12th March

Sometime after the lightswent down in the main partofthe coach, and those who had couchettes let
back their seats, and the loos and showers occupied by tourists preparing for deep findly emptied, Micki
took Hani to theloo, using the width of her hipsto shield the child from anyone who might glance round.

Micki was pretty sure everyone was safely dozing. Sheld aready made three visits, earning herself pitying
glances from amiddle-aged, pudding-faced Soviet woman in the back row who'd finaly falen adeep
with acrumpled copy of the previous day's Pravda on her lap.

"I'll keep guard,” Micki told the child, ushering Hani through adoor. "Don't worry," she added, when
Hani looked anxious, "I'll be here when you come out.”

"Micki," Hani's voice wasllittle more than awhisper.
"What now?'
"Um..."

The child had the face of an angdl. A foreign angd obvioudy but an angd dl the same. Men were going
to fal into those dark eyes and never find their way back. Not for yearsthough, Micki told hersdf hadtily.
When the girl was properly grown-up.

"What isit?" asked Micki and when Hani still didn't answer, she dropped to her knees the way she used
to do when something was worrying Carl Junior. Carl Senior never got the importance of this, although
sheld tried to explain it more than once. He dways towered over the boy, then wondered why he got
frightened.

"You cantdl me honey .. ."



Something fleeting and sad passed over the face of the child as she bent close and whispered in Micki's
ear.

"Y ou know," Micki hissed to her husband, when Hani and Murad were safely dozing on the floor,
wrapped in separate blankets that they both managed to kick off in their deep. " She hadn't even heard
about Kotex. It wasamiracle the child even knew what was happening to her . . . Can you imagineit?’

Carl had lessthan no interest in imagining any such thing but had long since learnt not to say as much, o
he muttered something he hoped sounded suitably shocked and had another go at drifting off to deep.

"That must be how their parents decide they're ready to marry,” Micki announced. "Thefirg timethey . .
. You know."

That was one you know and a couple more theys than Carl could follow but he didn't mention this ether.
"Could be" he said and drifted off to deep, leaving hiswife to the comfort of outrage.

"We've got problems,” Carl Senior said.

"Nothing we can't fix," Micki indgsted hastily, when she saw the anguish in Hani'sface. The roadblock
waswaiting at Dehiba, thirty klicks after the blacktop shrank from two lanesto one. Right before
Ifrigiyas border with Tripolitana

Jebel Dahar's stark red spinewith itslow fringe of thorn and scrub was mostly behind them and ahead
was a sixteen-hour trip to take in the hilltop town of Yafran. A double-page spread in Micki's Insight
Guide reveded an area of olive groves and good red soil; while abox-out of traditional Y afrani
architecture reveded squat buildings with heavy doors, intricate wrought iron and what |ooked like
plaster helicopters, jets and butterflies fixed to the sde of Berber houses.

"Stay in here," Micki told the children. "They'll probably just count us."
Carl Senior stayed silent.
"We could hide under the bed,” Hani suggested.

"Good idea," said Carl. "No onewould ever think of looking for you there." He grabbed his passport and
camera. "I might aswell get ashot of the frontier. If they'll dlow me," he added crosdy, diding back the
door.

"Ignorehim," Micki said. "He's nervous.”
"About what?'
Micki smiled. "Some people don't like breaking the law. Carl Senior's one of them.”

"But you don't mind?" While watching the large woman from the corner of her eye, Hani thought about
that. The American was very pink and very big, with wavy blond hair made fat by too much brushing.

"Honey," said Micki, "how do you think Carl Senior and | first met? 1t wasin alineup. | was standing
there and he was the one walking an e derly man down theline."

"What happened?’
Micki shrugged. "Old Amos had bad eyesight. So after the civilians had gone | told Carl Senior he owed



me a coffee for my inconvenience. We went on from there."

"You're not Carl Junior's mother, are you?' Hani was surprised she hadn't redlized that before. "Not
redly .. ."

"Honey," Micki looked at her."Y ou can be oneweird kid."
"But I'mteling the truth?"

"Y eah, you are that. He needed looking after and Carl Senior was usdless. So he got me." Micki
shrugged. "Whatever good that was. Now, you stay here and welll soon be safely across that border.”

"If only," said Hani. She could fed adecision coming on. Thekind Uncle Ashraf might make. When in
doubt, change the rules . She was pretty sure he'd said that to her sometime or other and if he hadn't
then held probably meant to . . . Unlessit was Hamzah Effendi.

"Weregoing to hide, dl right," said Hani, "right in front of the cameras."
"You're..." For thefirg time since Hani had met her, Micki waslost.

"Infront of the cameras." Pulling back the cabin's curtain, Hani nodded to sand-filled barrels blocking off
one-haf of the narrow road. "That isn't aborder post,” shetold the large woman. "That's a roadbl ock
and those men with guns belong to Kashif Pasha. His half brother,” Hani added, taking Murad's hand.

Micki Vanhoffer looked as bemused as she fdlt.

"ThisisHis Excellency Murad Pasha," said Hani. She took off her scarf and tried to comb out her hair
with her fingers. Then she straightened her shoulders and raised her chin. "And I'm Lady Hana
a-Mansur. Those soldiers out there have ordersto find us.”

"To makeyou marry?'

"No," said Hani. "So Kashif Pasha can have uskilled. Although hélll try to blameit on terrorists or my
uncle Aghraf . . ." She shrugged away the thought. "Y ou do have a cdll phone?' Hani said, pointing to
Micki's handbag.

The American woman nodded.

"Good." Hani upended the bag and began to sort through tissues, tampons, a shop load of 1oose makeup
and what Hamzah would called a boasting book, a plastic wallet full of family photographs. The cell
phone was near the bottom, switched off.

"What's your code?" asked Hani.
Micki gave her asix-digit number.

"Don't tell me" said Hani, "that's your date of birth . . ." She sighed a Micki's embarrassed nod. "Think
about changing it," Hani suggested, fingersflicking through menus. When she reached the option she
wanted, Hani punched in anumber, remembering to make alowances for internationa didling.

Then shetook a deep breath.

"Thisisthetruth,” Hani said. "l promiseyou. . . I'm not an orphan,” she stopped dead. "Wdll actudly |
am," shesaid, "but I'm not running away from an orphanage. And we're not engaged. But someoneis
trying to kill me. Wdll," Hani thought about that onetoo. "I guessthey'reredly trying to kill Murad.”



"It was alie about the marriage too?" Micki seemed to be one twist behind Hani, understandableredly . .
. Mot of the adults Hani had met hadn't been too bright.

"No oneisforcing usto get married,” Hani said.
"So you're not going to marry your cousin?'
Hani smiled. "That wasn't what | said at al."

"Micki." The voice came from Carl Senior and, by the sound of things, he was either yelling from outside
or standing in the doorway. "They got guns,” he said. "And they want everyone out because they intend
to search the coach.”

"God give me strength,” said Micki loud enough to be heard. "Tell them I'm coming." She banged her hip
againgt the door and dammed atiny drawer. "Just as soon as| get this damn skirt on.”

"Takethis" Hani said, shoveling everything back into Micki's bag. "As soon as you get acrossthe
border turn on the cell phone and it'll remind you that you need to make acall.”

"l do?'
"Yes," said Hani, "definitely. Call the number that appears and demand to spesk to Effendi.”
"What if Mr. Effendi doesn't want to spesk to me?"

"Hewill,” promised Hani, wondering if the American redized shed just agreed to makethe cal. "And if
he doesn't, tell whoever answersthat Hani says, If Effendi doesn't come to the phone she'll stop
letting him play with her money . . . He keepsinvesting it in his own companies,” Hani added, asif that
explained everything.

The words were Hamzah Effendi's guarantee that the message was real. What he did would have nothing
to do with money. It would be done for Raf. A debt repaid.

"What do | tell him?" Micki asked anxioudy. "When Effendi does come to the phone?”

"Tdl him that Murad and Hani have been murdered by Kashif Pasha. . . Tdl himto tell everyone he
knows." Catching the American woman's appalled expression, Hani held up one hand asthefird tears
dtarted to trickle down Micki's face, cutting tracksin her heavy makeup.

"It might not hgppen,” Hani said.

CHAPTER 47

Monday 14th March

Thecall from the minar et came har sh asa crow. Onlythere was no minaret and when Raf kicked at
ashadow it squawked into life and diced the night in aspread of serrated black blades.

"Very pretty,” said Fdix, nodding at Raf's shackles. So Raf siwung them at him and missed, earning
himsdf asmile A red fa man grin.

"Ignore him,"thefox sad. "He'sjust like all the others.”

Tiri wastaking about the ghosts who walked out of the salt wilderness towards Raf, their carcasses



destroyed, their faces twisted in the find moments of death or smoothed free of al memory.

"I know," said Raf and forced one foot in front of the other, extracting another step from his shaking
body. They were dead and so was he. At least that was what it felt like. Thisrazor state between
exigences, flash-filled with waterfdls of exatation that appeared one minute to run down his spine, then
vanished the next, leaving him spent as an hourglass.

Behind Raf stretched footprints speckled with blood from where hed dashed hisfeet on rose petals.
Rose de sable , crystalized gypsum. Hed come across afield of the things, stone flowers sharp asknife
blades, and had walked through, being too tired to walk around.

Raf thought they grew there naturaly. But the fox insisted they'd been dumped as second-grade goods,
unsuitable even for tourigtslike him. It claimed to have been there when the dumping was done.

"I'm not atourist,” said Raf, but the fox had to disagree, informing Raf that hewas atourist in hisown life.
A hit-and-run recidivist who fixed himsdf on occasona moments of clarity. Their argument lasted so long
that Raf forgot to fed pain and when he next looked around, he'd walked two, maybe three miles without
ever seeing anyone hed killed.

Felix came round twice and |ooked happier the next time he appeared, face shredded and egg yolk
running from one eye but definitely more amiley. ™Y ou're fragmenting,” hetold Raf.

"You cantak." Theretort just came and Raf was still wondering how to gpologize for histactlessness
when thefat man gave ashrug like he agreed and blew apart in the night wind. Without shades, minus
clothes, hishands chained. And now rudeness. The fox wasright. Raf was excelling himself.

Sharp edges cut his ankles every time Raf's feet broke through salt to hit one of the many puddles of
brine beneath. Smears of what looked like rust threaded the chott's drying surface, marbling its sdine
whiteness. Blood on snow, his mother's favourite shot. Only the saline sting to tell Raf that what he
walked on wasn't ice or snow.

Somewhere up ahead should be aroad. A strip of tarmac floating on treated polystyrene blocks, linked
together and dung across the chott, Raf seemed to remember that was how it went. Polystyrene blocks
so theweight of the road didn't sink it into the chott's soft surface.

Raf couldn't have used the road even if it had been heading north towards Camp Moncef rather than
west towards Tozeur. But Raf needed to crossit and until he did, he was, by definition, more than half a
day away from killing Kashif Pasha.

"You know what?' said avoice.
Raf didn't.

"Youlook shit." The drawl was skin-crawlingly familiar, the lipsfrom which it issued tinted with ashade
of Shu Uemuratoo degp to classasironic. A turned-up collar framed aface sharp enough to break
hearts. "Life not treating you too well ?*

"I'mfine" snapped R&f.

"Of courseyou are," said Wild Boy. "Anyone can seethat." He touched pale fingersto hisbrow ina
mocking saute, swept dark hair back from his eyes and vanished.

"I don't remember killing Wild Boy," Raf muttered.



"You don't remember much at all, do you?" said thefox. "And what you do remember changes
each day. I've never met anyone like it for avoiding the obvious." The anima paused, took alook
through Raf's eyes at the night wilderness of the chott and sighed. "What do you think happened to him
after you went missing?"

"He camelooking for me?*

"And did he find you?" asked the fox.
Raf shook his head.

"Did anyone?"

There wasn't an answer to that. At least not one that made real sense. Although maybe that wasn't
surprising given hismind wasfull of ghosts and memories and things that might have happened but
probably didn't or were about to happen, but only . . .

"Only what?" the fox demanded.

But Raf was aready adeep. When he woke the walls had changed colour again. His bed was the same
but the windows were different, wood not rusting meta. The oak outside was bare where it had been
green. Only thefirs on the far dopes|ooked the same. Like lazy smoke frozen in the act of rolling uphill.

"Y ou can degp again now," someone said.

He'd had dayslike that at Rodyn. Dozens of them. And before Rodyn, days in awhite room with
flowered curtains across the window. Stedl bars painted in childish reds and greens and blues because
some expert decided bright colours made window bars ook lessintentiond. Asif the security measures
had been put up by accident and no one could be bothered to take them down again.

For maybe ayear Raf had believed the bars were there to keep him in. Only towardsthe end did he
redlize they existed to keep others out. Evil people, one nursetold him. Misguided protestors. She was
Swiss, much younger than he realized and she vanished the morning after he took abar of chocolate from
her. Neither had realized they planned to do double blood tests that day.

One morning, shortly after that, Raf woke feding stiff and cold with an achein hisribsand new scarson
hiswrists. And his mother was sitting in achair in the far corner of hisroom. She was crying, which
wasn't unusual and carrying primroses, whichweas. . .

"Youlook older." He said it without thinking.

When shedd finished drying her eyes she came over and stood by his bed, her fingers reaching out to
touch hisface. "You don't," she said. The coat she wore was new and her shoes were different, shiny at
the toes and unscuffed on the hedls. Sheld a so changed the colour of her hair.

Asaways, Raf forgot how angry he was about everything and agreed to come home. Although it was
difficult to remember where home was at that point. Not New Y ork for the second time, that came later.

He'd been .. . . Raf found it impossible to remember how old. Somehow birthdays and candles and
partieswith presents had dways seemed to pass him by.



"That's what this is about?" said the fox. "Massive sulks that Mummy never gave you a proper
birthday party?" The voice was sardonic, darker than Raf remembered it having been for years.
"You're going to die in the wilderness because no one let you blow candles?"

"I'mnot going to die,” said Raf.

CHAPTER 48

Tuesday 15th March

" Count them," said thefox. So Raf did. A handful of mubahith,teenage girlsin khaki jumpsuits,
jelaba-clad orderlies and two visiting Berber elders wrapped respectively in lengths of blue and black.
Awaiting aday that threatened to be asimpossibly hot asthe day before.

Elevenindl.

And then there was Raf watching from the chott, flayed by UV that dreedy filtered through scummy
cloud to tighten his skin.

Swest shivering down his spinein anticipation.

He stank of shit and pissand blood, the smell assailing him every time he halted long enough for hisown
body hest to reach hisnogtrils. Evidence of his own humanity.

. John the Baptist. Minusthe loincloth.

Now that aroad existed between Kibili and EI Hamma du Jerid, carefully skirting the edge of the
wilderness before danting off from the chott's edge to cross at the narrowest point, few people except
'packers and Soviet tourigtsin fat-tyred UAZ four-by-fourstried to cross the sdt lake any other way.

The came trains were gone, aong with the dave markets and spice routes. And while it was true that an
annual Sand Y acht Championship was held on the chott, thiswas only ever attended by Sovietsand, in
any case, was not due for another three months.

So the khaki-clad teenager swegting out her early shift on the southern perimeter of Camp Moncef
watched the arrival of anaked gpparition with disbelief. At first she assumed the tiny speck wasan
animal either lost or abandoned. Dogs escaped from cars, haf-dead donkeys were cast |oose when the
amount they could carry stopped being worth what they cost in feed.

Not yet worried enough to find hersaf apair of binoculars, Corpora Habib kept an eye on the
gpproaching anima . But sometime between tucking a cigarette insde her hand because one of Kashif
Pasha's men had suddenly roared up in his open Jeep and saluting the departing sergeant without getting
caught, the speck vanished.

"Shit”

Corporal Habib blinked into the chott's acid glare, ground the butt of her cigarette underfoot and reached
into her pocket for apair of shades; circumstances demanded it even if wearing them on duty was almost
as bad as smoking, being the preserve of officers.

Her shades cut down haze and cancelled out most refraction but the figure was till gone, leaving only
early-morning shimmer and diminishing divers of what had to be surface water |eft over from the winter
rans



Fifteen minuteslater, Corpora Habib was till squinting into the distance when the emptiness beside her
suddenly took her feet from under her and followed the corpora down, damming itself into her rib cage.
Bone splintered, on the wrong side; Corpora Habib's heart kept pounding and by the time sheredized
her aortawasn't pierced and both lungs still drew bregath the emptiness sat back on its hedls, waiting, with
the corpora's own machine gun to her throat.

Only the camouflage of her jumpsuit had kept Corpora Habib alive. Had her uniform been bottle green,
the colour of Kashif's own guard, or the black of the mubahith , she would have been dead. Something
that might still happen to judge from the blue eyesthat stared down at her, pale as cracked ice.

"Single shot," said acrow'svoice, raw and bitter. "All you'll get at thisdistanceisagas sar and no
chanceto cry for help. You ever ssenagasstar?'

The corpora nodded. A gas star hgppened when muzzle flash entered flesh, from guns amost touching
you got burn rings , and then powder tattoos : part of the corporal was certain gas stars only occurred
on upper limbs or torso but she kept that to herself. Something about the apparition staring down at her
suggested he might have amore intimate knowledge of the phenomenon.

"Y ou want my clothes?" The corpord's strangled question did exactly what she meant it to, told the
gpparition she wasn't about to put up afight.

"Water," Raf demanded. Watching asthe corpord silently unclipped her flask and held it out. She did a
very impressivejob of not looking at his nakedness or chains.

He drank.

"And those," said Raf, "I want these, too." Lifting the shades off her nose, he nodded to the two spare
magazines on her belt. "And those." The weapon he held in shaking fingers was an old-model MPSi 9mm
Heckler & Koch, the one issued with athirty-round mag.

"Now get up.”

Corpord Habib did what she wastold.

Conditioning, Raf told himsdlf, worked every time. He should know.
"IsKashif Pasha here?'

The corpora nodded, only to freeze when she saw Raf's scowl. Very dowly, probably unconscioudly,
she began to shake her head, asif that might change the answer.

"And the Emir?'

A frightened nod. And with it alook that suggested she wanted to say more but wasn't sure whether to
rskit.

"What?' Raf demanded.
"He'sdying. So if you've cometo kill him, therésno point.”
"l haven't,” said Raf. "l wouldn' . . . Onelast question. What's that over there?!

Corpora Habib never saw the blow that dropped her into aheap. Or redlized, until long afterwards, that
when Raf went through her anmo pouch he took only her bar of chocolate. Everything else heleft . . .



"Fuck, no."
Not that.

Jammed into a pocket on the passenger side of an open-top Jeep, Raf found a copy of the previous
evening's La Presse , find edition.

Hefound it shortly after swinging his shacklesinto the face of the NCO driving, wrapping them around
the man'sfat throat, bringing his screamsto an abrupt halt. The NCO was till dive but hisjaw hung
crooked, his moustache was thick with blood and his face sported bruises which would last for amonth.
His arm was aso broken. But some of that was saf-inflicted. The NCO had run his Jeep straight into a
rock.

Having read the headlines Raf wished held just killed him.
"You're crying," said thefox.

"Of course I'm fucking crying." Taking to the fox avoided thinking and thought was the last thing Raf
wanted. He wanted emptiness. The didocation of mind from body and body from action; not so much
cognitive as psychic dissonance, blood music. The sound of glass spheres asthey ground against each
other.

Behind redlity emptiness. Behind emptiness. . .
This

"You want me to take it from here?" asked the fox. If Raf hadn't known otherwise, held have said Tiri
wasworried. Smart move. Raf watched himself watching the fox, standing naked on adirt track below
Jebel Morra, scanning aheadline he aready knew.

Kashif Pasha accused of killing half brother and cousin.

A photograph of Murad showed him staring into the lens with childish seriousness. The picture of Hani
was an old papp shot, grabbed outside Le Trianon. A fact made obvious by a section of café canopy
and writing on theice-cream glass on thetablein front of her. Lady Hana al-Mansur.

All the picture did for Raf was reinforce how fast Hani had changed in those last few months. Inthe
picture she looked as he il thought of her. Would dwaysthink of her. Smadl and thin, with awry smile
and more imagination than was good for any child.

Rolling the NCO over with hisfoot, Raf bent to take his pistol and found it attached by lanyard to a
leather holgter, dong with three spare magazines.

"You plan to do this for yourself, don't you?" sad thefox.
Raf nodded.

Unbuckling the sergeant's broad belt, Raf ripped it through a handful of trouser loopsto free the holster.
And once held got the belt off, Raf decided to keep it anyway. His only problem being that, even on its
tightest setting, the belt threatened to dide over his hips, so he dung it across his right shoulder instead.
An action made difficult by the fact his handswere till linked by their length of rusting sheckle.

One H&K with 3¥30 rounds. One Browning, plusatota of four magazines. That made. . . Raf ran his



eye down the edge of ablack meta clip, counting rounds, two at atime. Twelve to each, made
forty-eight, add ninety from the submachinegun . . . How many guards could Kashif Pasha have?

Therewas only onetrack into Moncef's latest camp and at its entrance stood atemporary barrier; one of
those striped aluminium poles, counterbal anced by a square weight at the pivot end. A single soldier
stood guard, shaded by an open-fronted huit.

Possibly she should have been watching the track but most of her time was taken up wiping perspiration
from her face or pulling at the armpits of her uniform where swest had stained the camouflage dmost
black.

When she did look up the djinn was dmost upon her.
"I've got aquestion,” it said.

Staring in disbdlief, uncertain whether to be most shocked by the shackles, the brandished weapons or
the apparition’s sheer nakedness, Leilade Loria broke every rule she'd ever been taught and took two
steps backwards, ending up against the wall of her hut.

"Eugenie still dead?' the apparition demanded. It stank of battlefields and corpses, words as hot as any
khamsin flowing across her face.

A shocked nod.

"Mgor Gide?' Raf dragged Eugeni€'s replacement from his memory. Her face and voice, even her
wegpons becoming visible to the fragment of hismind till interested in those things. "Wdl?!

"She's been arrested.”
A bark of laughter greeted these words.
"By Moncef?'

Sergeant de Loria, who at twenty-seven had killed five men (al but thefirst in battle), dared aglance at
this djinn who used the Emir's name so fredly. He was too emaciated, too ferd to be human. And yet his
elementd fury was hidden behind chegp shades of akind found in the local market and the sores around
hiswrists bled lymph.

"Who..."

"Lilith, son of " said Raf. "Busy failing to make the seven years anonymity necessary to becomelike you."
Hiswords were clear and stark, the meaning behind them less so; but then Sergeant de Loria had never
met Hani or had her lifetold asafairy tde.

"Who arrested Mgjor Gide?' said thefigure. "Answer me. . ."

A kiss of warm sted convinced the sergeant that thisreally was happening. She stood helplessin front of
an gpparition that held an automeatic to her head. The apparition was naked, shackled and stank of rotting
flesh but the gun was a standard-issue Browning and its knuckle was turning white on the trigger.

"Kashif Pashaor the Emir?"
"Kashif Pasha," the sergeant said, voice sticking in her throat. "Kashif Pasha arrested Mgor Gide. . .



The Emir isdying. They say he was poisoned.”
"Who by?' Raf demanded.
"It happened at afeast Kashif Pashagavein Tunis. Therewasawaiter . . ."

Raf stepped around her sentry box and swung up the road barrier as he went through. Allowance for the
faint possbility he might haveto exit in ahurry.

"Leaveit likethat," hetold the sergeant over his shoulder.

Lellade Lorialooked from the raised barrier to the Browning sheld just wrenched from her own holster.
Then she stared at the buttocks of the naked djinn asit stamped itsway up the path, agun in either hand
and rusted chain swinging noiglly.

Returning her revolver to its holster, the sergeant shrugged. Her mother was from the Nefzaoua and
followed the Ibadite branch of the One True Faith. She knew better than to interfere with the games of
princes, madmen and djinn. All the same, she thought sheld better seeif she could find Mgor Gide,
arrested or not. Thiswas something the major would want to know abouit.

Arrested or not?Lelade Loriathought through that bit again and unbuckled her gun for the second time.
"Not," she decided. "Makethat not . . ."

On hisway through the outskirts of Camp Moncef, Raf saw three more of the Emir's bodyguard.
Although not one of the girls seemed to notice him. Serving boys stopped to gape, old women made fists
againg the evil eye or clutched pendants but the guard kept doing whatever it wasthey did while Raf
stamped passed.

It was Moncef's camp and they were Moncef's bodyguard but Eugenie was dead, Mg or Gide was
currently under arrest and their Emir was dying. They al knew the opinion of Kashif Pashas mother,
Lady Maryam, where Eugeni€'s guard were concerned.

Once Raf passed so close that he saw ajumpsuited girl hold her bresth against the stink that clung
instead of clothing to hisbody. All the same, her eyes did over him and when he was gone she tapped a
button transmitter attached to her lapel, muttering what sounded like an evocetion.

Up ahead two other jumpsuited guards stopped moving towards Raf and turned to walk away.

"You." Raf grabbed an elderly faconer by the deeve and let go when hard eyesturned to face him. The
man was old, with small tattoos like crude tears on both cheeks, a neat beard gone completely white and
teeth so perfect they had to be false. "Show methe Emir'stent.”

"No," sad the elderly Berber. "That | will not." Reaching for acurved knifein hisbdt, theman helditin
front of himin fingersthat shook with more than age. All the same, he dropped into afighting crouch.
"No one can escape deeth,” he said. "But | refuse to help you take the Emir.”

"The Emir?'

Raf's sour smiletrickled blood from lips so cracked they'd begun to ped and when he whispered there
were no words, just breath. Removing his shadesfor amoment, Raf tried again, pale eyeslocking on the
man's face; the curved blade that shook in front of his naked belly aready forgotten.



"I haven't comefor the Emir," hesaid. "l want Kashif Pasha."
"Thiscould beatrick."
"Itisn't," sad Raf, knowing that redlly the old man had addressed the question to himsdif.

Raf would have found M oncef's tent anyway even without help. It was huge, stood right in the centre of
the camp and its ropes were made from pam fibre, something ancient and traditiona anyway, unlike the
nylon guys holding up the military tentsin the distance. The tent was old, rotten in places and heavily
patched with black goats hair; rugs were spread round its edge to enable the Emir to circumnavigate his
tent without once touching sand or grave.

"Wait," said the old man and Raf waited in the shadow of agenerator truck. "Don't move from here.”
When the faconer returned it was with rusty bolt cutters he struggled to use, further lacerating Raf'swrist
as he snipped the padlocks fastening the shackles.

"The entrance is round the other sde" said the Berber.
Raf nodded.

"There are 0ldiers,” the old man added. And when Raf made no reply he sighed. Asif hed always
suspected death was stupid. "Kashif Pasha's soldiers. Two on the door, an officer insde, the small one. .

"MgorJd ..."
The man shrugged.

"Who else?' demanded Raf and held the old man's gaze. "The more | know," he said, “the fewer | kill.
That makes sense, surdly . . . ? Lady Maryam?"

The man pat.

"Lady Maryam," Raf told him firmly, "was not responsible for the attack at the Domus Aurea.”
"SheisKashif Pashas mother,” said the old man. Asif that was crime enough.

"No onedse?'

"Not redly,” said the old man, bending to pick up the discarded chain. "Apart from a nasrani televison
crew . .."

CHAPTER 49

Tuesday 15th March

" So we now know that the kids are unhar med. Thereportsof their desth undoubtedly NR black
propaganda. Thisis Clair duBoisfor Tdevisons. . ."

Flanked by Hani and Murad, TV5's most famous reporter was talking direct to camerawhen Raf spun
into the huge tent, leaving two dying soldiersin the dust behind him, windpipes crushed.

Onewasthe corpora who killed Hassan, the other had just gone for agun.



"Yeah," sad Raf, eyeslocked on Mgor Jdd, "it'sus." Behind him stood an impossibly beautiful
Japanese boy and afat man with haf his head missing. Although when Clair blinked, looked again, those
two were gone.

"I've brought you a present.”

Over by the door, Maor Jala continued scrambling for his own weapon. A pearl-handled Colt that had
bel onged to hisfather. It was e egant and valuable, came with the origina buckle-down holster and was
anincredibly stupid choice.

Clair duBoiss backup camerawas il trying to pull focus when the mgor finally freed his Colt and the
feed went live on anaked man in shades, framed by the tent's doorway, an old-fashioned H& K in one
hand and a Browning automatic in the other. Backlit by daylight/filmed without lights from shade. One of
the world'sworst options.

"Drop your toy." The wordswere in French, the whisper dry asdust. A change of angle caught the
gpparition's gun come up. "One chance," it said. "More than you ever gave Hassan."

Despite herself, or maybe because Clair duBois was who she was, she glanced at her notebook and
made two minor adjustments for sound. Onefor volume, the other an echo on the gpparition's voice, too
dight to be noticed by anyone not in the business.

"Doashesays. .." The command was soft, Sickly shilant, the words not much louder than those Raf
had used; but it carried total authority, acomplete awareness of the futility of the Stuation. "That'san
order."

And thereit might have finished, with Raf turning to the Emir, and Mgor Jada returning his Calt to its
holster if only Kashif Pashahadn't stepped forward. "Thisisthe assassin,”" hetold hisfather, voice
furious. To his aide-de-camp, he said nothing, just nodded.

Magjor Jda raised hisgun, ayoung girl who was meant to be dead howled out awarning and Raf's head
flicked Sdeways.

Themgor died on camera. Wounds pixilated in some countries, not shown at al in England, Sweden and
Koreaand featured widely everywhere else. Looped, in one case, into ultradow motion that let the
magjor's brains crawl like sticky rice after Raf's casudly fired dug, flowering into afat cherry blossom that
tumbled apart in amass of bone, jelly and blood. So close to chaosin appearance and so utterly
removed in redlity.

Clair duBois screamed.

As genuine aresponse as sheldd ever made and one, her unkinder criticslater claimed, that went along
way towards explaining the clean sweep she made of most of the coming year's press awards.

As Clair watched, the naked apparition's searching eyesfinally found the two children who stood behind
her.

"You," it said to the boy, "are not me." Then it turned to the girl who gripped Murad's hand, her knuckles
whitewith tenson.

"I thought you were dead.”

Picking up amic, Clair duBoisthrust it towards Raf.



"Who are you?' The mic wastotaly unnecessary, given the TV5 camerawas aready wired for sound
but it made for agreat image. Elegant reporter in lightweight silk suit (black obvioudy, with Clair duBois
it was always black), interviewing anaked, stinking man in shades, carrying atill-smoking gun. "Tel me"
sheinggted. "The world wants to know."

"Adhraf d-Mansur,” said Raf. "Guardian to Lady Hanaand hdf brother to Murad." He stared at Kashif.
"Alsotohim."

"| refuseto believeit,” said the pasha, "without proof."

Raf shrugged. "What you believeis unimportant,” he said, adjusting the H& K soitsfirst burst would take
out severd lengths of Kashif'sintestines. "'I'm arresting you for murder.”

"l don't think s0." Kashif'svoice was silky. "Given they're obvioudy ill here" He nodded dismissvely
towards Hani and Murad. "Their death was alie. | wouldn't be surprised if you spread the rumour
yoursdf."

Nothing happened. It'salie.

Away, to one side of the huge tent, Zara shivered and stepped back until she was pressed against an
outer wall, which was il too close.

Really, nothing happened.

Shortly after Zaramentioned her uncle to her nanny, the man disappeared. Thered been more shouting,
twenty-four hours of plate throwing by her mother. Zarahad gone into Al Qahirah hospita for her
operation afew dayslater, ddivered persondly by Madame Rahinawhile her father was on businessin
Sicily. The Monday following, when Zara got home was the only time she ever saw her mother with a
black eye.

"I'm not talking about Murad or Hani," said Raf. "'If you'd hurt either in any way, you'd dready be dead .
.. Sointent was Raf on Kashif Pashathat he missed Hani's wide-eyed shock; missed too a softeningin
Zaras expresson.

"Y ou had asixteen-year-old boy tortured,” Raf said flatly. "And then gave the order for hisdeath.”

"Hewasan NR terrorist,” Kashif Pasha announced to the camera. Neither of them wanted TV5 there.
Neither could afford to be the oneto tell Clair duBoisto get out. "Who tried to assassinate my father."

"Crap," sad Raf. "By thetime your aide-de-camp had finished Hassan would have signed anything." He
scowled at the body on the tent floor for aslong asit took for the camerato follow hisgaze. "How do |
know? Because | wasthewaiter. Acting for EugeniedelaCroix."

Clair duBoisturned so fast that the tiny Aeriospecialle camsat locked on her face went out of focus,
something the manufacturers claimed wasimpaossible.

"Themissng waiter | can underdtand,” said Clair duBais, "but how can Y our Excellency tak of charging
Kashif Pashawith murdering the Emir, when His Highnessis not dead?’ Even to Clair, her voice sounded
childish.

"If not dead,”" said Raf, "then dying." Wrapped in his borrowed kaftan and with hisface sticky from
anagesic barrier cream, Raf 1ooked more ghoul-like than ever. "Ask him.”



"That depends," said Moncef, "on your definition of dead and emir ."

Clair duBois sighed. Kashif was under guard courtesy of one very angry Mgor Gide, Murad was
introducing Hani to the racing cames and Clair had just been handed the opportunity of alifetime.

Sincethiswas, so far as Clair knew, the only interview Emir Moncef had ever given shewassure TV5
would forgive her for agreeing to record the interview rather than haveit go out live. Asfor handing over
copy approval, they gave that to two-bit actors with only afraction of the charisma.

"I'm not sure | understand,” she said to Raf. "His Highness has Asatic flu. I'vetaked to hisdoctor.” This
last was only haf-true. Sheld talked, briefly, to a Soviet nurse who'd pocketed a 1000F note with rather
too much ease before confirming that along-lagting flu variant was indeed the most likely possibility.

"As," Raf told her.
She swalowed. "Y our Highness. . ."

The only way Clair duBois could force hersdlf to ask wasto pretend someone outside her did the asking.
The same way that many years before, as a Sixteen-year-old, she'd turned up on the doorstep of a
haunted-looking soap actress and forced hersdlf to ask the woman about amiscarriage, vomitingin a
flower bed the moment the actress dammed the door in her face, having first called Clair every name
under the sun. All the confirmation her editor had needed.

"Y ou have aquestion for me?' Moncef's voice dragged Clair back from her memories and shrivelled the
snakes knotting insde her ssomach. The very fact Emir Moncef prompted her meant he intended to
answe.

Briefly the woman toyed with asking whether he had flu. What Mgor Gide, as his doctor, had
diagnosed. How hewasfeding . . . But then she asked the Single best question of her career.

"Areyou dying?'

"It's probably safeto say,” said the man, hisvoice amused, "that wereadl dying . . ." He sat up straighter
inhisbed, rug still tight around him and spoke direct to hisinterviewer rather than the camera, his hooded
eyes never leaving her face. "Except, of course, those dready dead. And those who areimmortal.”

And then he amiled that smile seen in gtillsaround the world. The onethat was elther ineffably wise or
completely insane. Verdicts differed, with Berlin willing to consider the first and Paris and Washington
definitethat it wasthelast.

"Isthat your only question?”'

If the Emir found it odd to be answering questions while blood glazed like sugar icing on a carpet hed
refused to remove, then Moncef didn't let it show, but then . . .

Clair duBois shrugged, mostly insde her head. Who knew what the Emir found odd?
"Askif he'simmortal . . ."

Jumping, Clair looked round. It took her amoment to redize that Antoine, her backup cameraman had
activated histhroat mic and was hissing the suggestion through her Sony earbead.

Sheasked it.

"No," said the Emir, "not since | ate the mushrooms."



CHAPTER S0

Thursday 17th March

Bellsrang from the twin towers of St. Vincent de Paul,that Gothic mongtrosity with dl its pews

removed and a Persan carpet covering the dtar. Flags hung from office windows or whipped in the

dipsiream of car aerids. Drifting on the wind came the stink of cordite, bastard cousin to the endless
firecrackerslet off al morning, too close to gunfire for the peace of everyone.

Martid law had been lifted, the act signed by Ashraf Pasha, newly created heir to the Emir. HEd signed
the edict on behalf of hisfather, aman now too weak to hold a pen, even to write his own signature.

The return to norma law came the day after Raf had questioned his half brother in the presence of their
father. Thistook placein the a Andalus-inspired HQ of Dar e Bey, overlooking Place du
Gouvernement.

Raf sat at adesk with Kashif on the other sde; the Emir had amotorized whedlchair and only Maor
Gide stood.

It was avery polite questioning. There wasn't ablowtorch in Sght and no onein the room, from the Emir
to the mgor, even suggested tying anyone elseto atable.

"The snake," Raf said to Kashif. "That was your first mistake. A smple enquiry could have revealed that
al venomous snakes at Tunis Zoo have their poison sacsremoved. Only Maor Jaa couldn't risk asking
that question, could he? So you made an assumption, the Emir got bitten and Ifrigiyagot itsvery own
miracle..."

"I know nothing about asnake."

"Of course you don't. How about the death of two guards, bribed or blackmailed into releasing the snake
inthe Emir'stent.... ?'

"I know nothing about any guards.”

"They got shot,” said Raf, "at the banquet you threw for your father. Remember? The one where Eugenie
died."

Kashif wasblaming it al on hisdead aide-de-camp . In fact, he was horrified to discover some of the
thingsMgor Jdd had donein hisname.

"| takeit," said the Emir, "that you have proof for this accusation against your brother?' Hiswords were
thin and took longer to say than they should, but there was amusement in them and something closeto
admiration lit hislined and lesthery face.

"If Kashif ismy brother .. ."
Moncef looked at him then. "Meaning?’
"| just wondered.”

"You are Ashraf d-Mansur,” said Moncef, dmost firmly. "And | am Emir of Tunis. Y our mother wasthe
love of my life." Sad eyes swept the small office, barely noticing Kashif asthey passed over Raf, a
selection of policefilesin front of him. One of which contained the results on DNA testing that Raf had



yet to mention to anyone.

When the Emir's gaze finaly dighted, it was on the young girl haf-perched on an office chair and the boy
who gripped her hand, rather tightly. ™Y ou have your responsibilitiesand | have mine."

"Obvioudy," said Raf. And when the Emir smiled, Raf was waiting with the only question thet redly
mattered. "What do you want done with Kashif Pasha?’

"Andif | say kill him .. ."

"Then hedies,” said Raf and took agun from its holster under hisarm. Placing it on the desk at which he
.

"If I say lethimgo . . . Whichiswhat I'm minded to say?"

Raf paused, al too aware that Hani waswatching him, just as Murad watched the Emir, both holding
their breath.

"If you say let him go," said Raf, "then that's what happens. But it placesthisfamily abovethelaw. And
givesvictory to everyone who thinks Ifrigiyais corrupt beyond redemption.” He added the second
conseguence as an afterthought. Not quite redlizing how much weight it would carry with the Emir.

"So what would you suggest?'
"Lethimgandtrid .. ."

The Emir nodded and struggled with the control pad of hiswhedchair. Waving Murad away, Emir
Moncef rolled dowly towards the door and stopped, one hand reaching for the doorknob, his other
edging the chair into reverse. "Y ou're right about everything,” hetold Raf in avoicelittle morethan a
whisper, "except for Alex and Nicolal. The decison to have them shot was mine. My only regret is not
warning Eugenie, but then"--Moncef shrugged--"shed only havetried to stop me."

CHAPTER 51

Thursday 17th March

Eduardo sat on the edge of a metal table swinging hisfeet. Every time his shoe scuffed the floor it
produced that unmistakable mouselike squeak of |eather against ceramic.

A noisethat was driving everybody esein the room insane. And the redlly grest part was that none of
them could do athing about it. He was the most senior officer present at the briefing, athought so bizarre
that Eduardo shut hiseyesjust to savour it.

"I'm sorry, Boss." Alexandre looked worried. Under the misgpprehension his question had been stupid
enough to drive the Chief to anger.

"No," said Eduardo, "it'sagood point. Just not one | can answer."

Thistruth dicited afrown from athickset sergeant a the back. A man with abald patch, common
enough, and a Kashif-like moustache, which now made him something of ararity inthe TunisPD. It was
truly staggering the number of officerswho'd decided in the last twenty-four hoursto shave off their
moustaches, reshape them or e se begin to grow abeard.



"Got aproblem?’ Eduardo asked the man.

"Yeah," abull neck raised an even heavier chin. "With al due respect, sir, | don't see how acase
involving adead pastry chef can be so secret that the master file has to be shredded in front of two
witnesses."

It was obvious from histone that respect was the lagt thing the sergeant felt for the smal morisco inthe
leather coat sitting on the old Chief'stable.

"I can understand that," said Eduardo, "to you it looks like a smple open-and-shut murder, hardly worth
bothering about. To meit had al the marks of a cause célébre from which Ifrigiyaneedsto be
protected. Maybe that's why 1'm kicking my hedls up here and you're kicking yours at the back.”

Severd officers smiled and Eduardo resisted the temptation to take abrief bow. Hewasin the
operations room; alarge space of cheap desks and dirty grey chairs, wall charts, holiday rotasand a
small kitchen, which might have been dightly too grand aname to describe a corner partitioned off with
hessian boards and containing asink, two ancient kettles and a chegp microwave.

Eduardo had cdled his officers together to make an announcement and the announcement was Smple,
the Maison Hafsid case was closed and, for internal security reasons, the files would be shredded and all
evidence seded in sterile bags and remain so for the next hundred years. The reason was actually very
smple but Eduardo had explained thisonly to Rose.

Sheld been lying there on abig double bed in their room at the Dar Ben Abdallah. And as sheld rolled
over, afrown on her face, Eduardo had smiled as a breast popped out of her dressing gown. Hed
amost forgotten what he intended to say, the way he did some mornings when he looked over the foot of
the bed and saw Rose, with her back to him in the early dawn, wearing nothing but a G-string and black
tights

"So what happened to Cousin Ahmed?' Sheld read the files and knew the names.
"Therewasno cousn.”
"So who did the mubahith arres?'

"No one," said Eduardo with asatisfied smile. "That's the whole point. No one vanished in police
custody. I've had every file checked. Even the onesthat don't exist.”

"So who killed | sabeau's brother?'

"I think that's got to remain a secret,” said Eduardo. It seemed odd to be making those kind of decisons
but no one else was available and someone had to . . . Well, Eduardo assumed that wastrue. His
Excdlency couldn't have dragged him from El 1k just to unravel who did what, that would be far too
ample

There was unquestionably more to the equation than could at first be seen.

It had taken Eduardo awhile to work out the unseen integer but he'd got it the moment he saw the knife
supposedly used for the murder. Once, long before, Eduardo had worked in akitchen, athough there

was nothing very specid about this, everyone worked akitchen a sometimein their lives. At least,
everyone Eduardo ever knew.

Thefirst rule of kitchen culture was that no one, repeat no one, touched anyone ese'sknives. Spit in thelr
face, mock them and, if you must, insult their football team, that was fine, but no one messed with another



person's stedl.

Kniveswere sacred. Touch my arse before you touch my knife. Mess with my arse and die . . .
Eduardo knew the sayings. Three months grilling merguez in aworkingmen's café in Karmous had been
enough to guarantee that.

So what was anyone meant to think when presented with a blade that was blunt, bent at the tip and
stained? Wdl, Eduardo couldn't actudly say what anyone €lse might think. To him, however, it suggested
no oneredly owned that knife. And if nooneownedit. . .

The more Eduardo thought about it the more he was convinced he was right.

Notes said the mysterioudy arrested Ahmed owned the knife when it was obvious that no one owned it
or it wouldn't have been such a mess. Someone waslying. Actualy, hetold Rose, severd people were

lying.

Sheld been dressing when he said this. After sheld undressed at hisinsistence and gone to take a shower
while he lay in bed getting back his breath, Eduardo had returned to his thoughts.

They ate breakfast in acafé. Rose choosing coffee and a croissant and Eduardo eating rough flatbread
cooked on aclay griddle by a middle-aged woman who sat on astool by the door. With the unleavened
bread he ate divers of some meat that obvioudy wasn't pork, with ahelping of menakher dates, as
befitted a man making the most of being in adifferent country.

Then he left Rose to her shopping and jumped a cab to the Police HQ without bothering to wait for his
officia car. A decison made easier by hisdiscovery, right at the start, that naming the Police HQ ashis
dedtination was enough to ensure that no driver ever asked him to pay thefare. Their surprise on the few
occasions he did offer payment was worth double the handful of change hisjourney actualy cost.

So now he was on atable in the operations room, trying to explain without really doing so that there was
no murderer; at least not one who could be arrested by the police. Eduardo knew exactly who killed
Pasca Boulart and he was certain (as certain as he ever was about anything), that His Excellency knew
too. Why else would he have brought in Eduardo but to tidy up such loose ends?

CHAPTER 52

Saturday 19th March

| sabeau checked her rail ticket and re-counted thenotes. No writing appeared anywhere on the
envelope and she was willing to bet theréd be no fingerprints either. In her memory, she had it that the
small man with the black coat kept his gloves on throughout hisentire vist.

She was bathed and dressed, standing on the platform of Gare de Tunis beside a cardboard suitcase that
looked like legther until one got close. She wore new shoes and black Levi's, ashirt and ashawl as
befitted the cooler weeather. Her hair was covered in awaterfal of blue slk; not quite a hijab, not exactly
ascaf; something eegantly in between. And though Gare de Tuniswas less than aklick south of S.
Vincent de Paul and the air was clear enough for sound to travel, |sabeau ignored the bells. Despite the
small cross shewore, politics not reigion had been her life. All seventeen years of it.

The MediTerre ticket in her pocket was an open one. A month'srail travel anywherein North Africaand
Southern Europe. With the ticket came a student ID, an Ifrigiyan passport and glowing references from
Café Antonio. So far as Isabeau could see al of these looked real; except they couldn't be, for astart



she'd never passed her baccaaureate and no university would take her.

Isabeau had no illusions about what was happening. She was being bought off, which was, she realized,
preferableto being jailed or killed. The smdl man who'd limped into her life with asimple telephone call
had more or less said as much.

All he wanted was a meeting. It seemed not to have occurred to him that 1sabeau might refuse and it was
only afterwards, once shed meekly agreed, that |sabeau realized it had never occurred to her either. And
no, he didn't need an address.

He seemed scarily knowledgeable on most aspects of her life,

Four o'clock would do. He expected her to meet him in the hallway and to let him in. She would
recognize him by . . . Hisvoice had paused at that point. She would recognize him by a copy of that
afternoon's Il Giornale di Tunisi , which hewould carry under hisleft arm, folded in three.

And so asmal man limped up the tired steps to her apartment block, his black leather coat bigger than it
should be, afedora pushed down over hiseyes. The paper he held had a black border round the whole
of the front page and was folded to reved aheadline:

L'emiromorto. ..

And below the news a picture of someone |sabeau had been telling herself for at least aday shedidn't
recognize. Only hdf of hisface was showing because of the way Eduardo had the paper folded, but it
wasthat double worry line like aknifeflick that gave him away, where the top of hisnose met his
eyebrows. They'd thought Ashraf Pashawas mubahith . Aninfiltrator. And then Domus Aurea

happened.
"Mademoisdle | sabeau Boulart?'

Respectably dressed in ablue jersey and denim skirt, sneakers without socks. Her lack of makeup made
her seem younger than he expected, but then she was younger. All the same, Eduardo wondered if that
look wasintentiond.

"I'm..." Eduardo paused, thought about it. "Y ou don't really need to know my name," he said and
glanced round the entrance hdl. "Wheresthe lift?"

Isabeau smiled. "We have stairs," she said. Whoever the man was, he lived somewhere other than Tunis.
The only places | sabeau knew with their own liftswere big hotel s and those huge storesin nouvelle ville,
the ones with canvas awnings over street-front windows and French names.

"Show theway then."

Shelooked at him and he stared back, indicating the stairs with adight wave of his hand; nothing
impolite, just impatient like aman unused to being kept waiting.

"After you," hesad.

| sabeau walked ahead, all five flights, and at the second she stopped worrying about him staring at her
bottom and concentrated on climbing, each turn of the stairs widening the gap between them. By thetime
she reached the third floor's half landing, 1sabeau was awhole quarter turn ahead and held lost sight of

her anyway.



"Can | get you anything?"' 1sabeau asked when Eduardo reached the door she'd | eft open.
"Water," he said. And then said nothing for awhole five minutes.

On the street below, workmen were busy stringing green-and-red bunting from one lamppost to another
and adjusting crowd barriers under the bored gaze of traffic policemen. One of the many street parties
would be held there. Enthusiasm fuelled by Ashraf Pasha's announcement that al the food would be free.
Bread and circuses . Eduardo was il trying to work out exactly when His Excellency meant.

"Y ou own this?'

"I rent it fromthe city,” 1sabeau said. "My brother dso used to live here.”
"Y ou have abedroom?’

"Obvioudy."

"Show me" Eduardo said.

The sex was perfunctory, amost matter-of-fact. And Eduardo thanked her when it was done. Not daring
to show her contempt, |sabeau shrugged, sat up from where she'd been tipped backwards onto her bed
and adjusted her denim skirt, smoothing it down over her legs and his smell. She'd known what was
coming. Expectedit.

For his part, he hadn't bothered to use a condom or remove her shoes.
"Now what?"' |sabeau asked.

"Wetdk . .." Zipping hisfly, Eduardo reached for his notebook and tapped it to make it open. "I know
you killed Pascd. That's not theissue.”

Eduardo paused, giving the girl an opportunity to deny it but she just looked a him.
"Y ou want to tell mewhy it happened?’

| sabeau shook her head. "Y ou don't want to know."

"But the others knew? Therest of your group . .. 7

She spread her hands, neither denying nor agreeing.

"And o when you killed Pascd they covered for you," Eduardo said. "Initsef, that issignificant. The
way | seeit.” Hewas proud of that phrase. ™Y ou stabbed your brother in the kitchen and had someone
help you drag hisbody up tothealley . . . All those clean airs,”" Eduardo explained. "But first you
swapped knives. Probably put your own through the industria washer.”

| sabeau smiled.
"So what did you do with the real one?’

"Therewas no red knife," said |sabeau. "And he died in the corridor outside the chill room. The stab
wounds came later. Someone € se did those."

"So how did you kill him?’



"With aleg of lamb," shesad flatly.
Eduardo looked at her.
"It was frozen."

"Ah . .." Eduardo thought about the coroner's report. A perfunctory haf page with athrowaway line
noting the victim had obvioudy smashed his skull on the cobbles of the alley when faling. "And what
happened to the leg of lamb?" asked Eduardo.

"We ateit. One night when a shift wasfinished. Me, the others, even that Egyptian waiter, the one who
looked so very much like. . ."

Eduardo held up hishand, consulted his notebook. "I believe the waiter's dead,” he said.
| sabeau nodded. "A bit like my brother.”

Asshewaited for her turbani at Gare de Tunis, thefirst Fez— skandryiaexpress to stop there in thirty
years and asign of the West's sudden faith in the new regime, 1sabeau told herself to beredidtic.
Everythingin life had aprice, including freedom. And if two perfunctory bouts of unwilling sex with a
stranger were it, then there were worse ways to stay out of jail. Aswell asworse people to have such
sex with, much worse.

When he was done questioning, Eduardo had tipped Isabeau onto her back again, pushed up her skirt
until it reached her hips and, amost gpologeticaly, grabbed the sides of her new knickers and pulled
those down. Unzipping, held given himsdf afew jerksto strengthen his resolve and pushed into her, the
toes of hisshoesdiding onthetiles. ..

"I'm pregnant,” 1sabeau said, her words enough to startle Eduardo into stopping midstroke. "Did you
know that?"

For a second he amost shook his head but the temptation to be seen to know everything was too greet,
s0 he nodded instead. All the same, he retreated to the edge of her bed and tucked himself insde his
trousers. A manoeuvre made smple by the fact he never wore underwear. Too much extrawashing.

"What do you intend to do about it?"

"About what?'

"The baby?'

"I don't know," |sabeau said, bending forward to retrieve her knickers. "What do you suggest?'

"l suggest aholiday." Dipping his hand insde his coat, Eduardo produced an envelope. "l was going to
giveyou thiswhen | went," he said, looking shamefaced. It contained afat and tattered wad of Ottoman
dollars. Almost no one used Ottoman dollars anymore, except in the sugs and most of those could
manage credit cards. Only the very old il insisted on keeping their livesin boxes under the bed.

"Cdll it severance pay from Maison Hafsd.”

At least they were high-denomination notes. Higher than | sabeau had seen before and in one case higher
than she knew existed. To this man though, used as he must be to such things, they were probably small
change.



"And this" said Eduardo, "isaso for you." Asthe exchange rate stood, the second, far smaler wad of
US dollars was worth about twice al the other notes put together. On the black market the dollars were
worth maybe five timesthat.

"Youwant meto leave," said Isabeau. Although it wasn't until later that she redlized she was only putting
into words what she dready knew.

"Wait, Madame DuPuis. . . You haveto wait."

A rallway porter glanced round and saw ayoung police lieutenant in brand-new uniform stride towards a
woman about to clamber through the door of a second-class carriage. Alexandre scowled at the porter
and the e derly man decided he had business e sawhere.

"Madame | sabeau?"

| sabeau nodded. No one had ever called her madame before. And DuPuis definitely wasn't her
surname.

"These arefor you," Alexandre said as he handed her an envelope. "The Chief told meto deliver them.”
Jagged asatidd pull between rocks, an undercurrent to the young man's politeness suggested he was
less than happy to be hand-ddivering notes on the morning the old Emir was buried.

"Thank you." Isabeau flashed her siweetest smile and watched Alexandre mdit. It wasn't their surliness or
even the fact they often seemed to smell that put | sabeau off men, it was the fact they could be so
childish, so unbelievably esslly led.

"Oh," said Alexandre, "and I'm sorry . . ."
| sabeau raised her eyebrows.

"About . . ." He shuffled hisfeet, gpparently unable to get beyond that word. "About your husband. It
was amessy campaign. A just one, obvioudy, but messy and I'm glad it'sover." He clicked hishedsand
gave her asdute, the smartness of which was utterly at odds with the state of hisfingernails, which were
bitten to the quick.

Once sitting, with her case pushed into the space behind her seat and a capuchin from a cart that had
passed by on the platform outside, 1sabeau ripped the flap on her new envelope, then glanced round. The
carriage was dmost empty despite thisbeing thefirgt turbani de luxe to run for years. Outside, the
concourse was crowded, but with people arriving, not departing. Nasrani tourists, Nefzaoua up from
Kibili to vigt recently remembered family, farmers from the High Tell, pickpockets. Few wanted to leave
acity when so much was about to happen.

Twenty-four hours of mourning for the old Emir, then seven days of celebration for the new. | sabeau
supposed that made senseif she didn't think about it too hard.

Shaking out her envel ope's contents, she saw two rings dide out and clatter acrossthe table, along with
something on adull-meta chain. The smal, officid-looking booklet which followed landed without a
sound and Isabeau wouldn't have known the envelope contained aletter of condolence if habit hadn't
made her check insde.

It seemed her husband had died in a police operation, somewhere unspecified, south of Garaa Tebourt
while rescuing his superior officer. Isabeau liked that touch. Asif any man she married wouldn't frag dl



the officers and NCOsfirst opportunity he got, then head off down some wadi for Tripolitana. Asif sheldd
marry any man.. . .

They were returning hisring, his police tags and a photograph they'd found in hiswallet of her wedding
day. Theface was | sabeau's athough the body belonged to someone else; someone margindly thinner
than sheld ever been with lessfull breasts. The man could have been anyone.

| sabeau was impressed to see they'd had amodern ceremony. She wore white and her husband wasin
uniform, their priest had asimplejellaba, hisbeard recently barbered and not at dl wild. Theroomin
which they stood was panelled in dark oak and had a photograph of the old Emir on the wall behind. It
might have been more useful if someone had thought to write the exact location on the back.

The officid-looking leaflet was a pension book made out to Madame DuPuis. At the bottom of the first
page aspace had been |eft blank for her sgnature. A footnote told her she could collect money monthly
from any branch of the Imperial Ottoman Bank or arrange to have her widow's pension paid direct by
fillinginaform on thelast page.

Asfor the letter, this offered | sabeau the condolences of the state, commiserated with her over all sheld
lost and hoped that her future from henceforth would be happier. It was signed with anillegible scribble,
athough thefirdt letter looked likean A . ..

CHAPTER 53

Saturday 26th March
"Well," said Raf, breath jagged and a grin on hisface.
"Wdl what?'

Outside Zara's bedroom window, crowds were dready gathering beyond the gates of the Bardo and Raf
could hear the growl of early traffic and clattering asimpromptu market stalls were erected.

The police would be along later to take them down but trade would continue al day, stallsgoing up as
soon as the old ones were broken down. Food sdllers, hawkers of rice-paper rose petals and purveyors
of chegp pladtic flags, Raf had even seen hisface on the side of aballoon.

The woman lying beside him had aready made her opinion plain on dl of that. Asindeed she had on
many other things. It had been the kind of discussion thet, in later years, would raise smilesand get
described, only haf-ironicaly, asfull and frank. At the moment they both gtill felt dightly vulnerable.

"Come on then," Zarademanded. "Well what?"

"Oh, | don't know . . ." Raf wrapped one arm round Zaras shoulders and pulled her on top of him. "How
about, Well, what do you plan to do with your day? "

She laughed, kissed him back.

So Raf did down dightly on the bed and took Zaras nipple in his mouth, sucking comfort from her
breast. She watched him as he did so, seeing only the top of his head and fedling his uncertainty.

"Areyoudl right?'

When Raf didn't answer, Zarastayed where she was and closed her eyes. They had another hour before



they needed to leave and if that wasn't long enough then the wretched ceremony could wait.

Last night had been difficult. Difficult and different. Zara so nervous her whole body shook. And Ref . . .
? Shetook him to her room, something she'd done with no other man and stripped to her thong in front
of him, only losing her nerve at the last minute. Having sent him to the bathroom, she killed the light and
hid under the covers.

Except that when he came back, al Raf seemed to want to do wasliein the darkness and | et the moment
wash over him. Something impossible for Zara

"Thisisnot fair," she'd said suddenly.

And thinking he knew what Zarameant, Raf nodded agreement and in that second's movement shut
down hisnight vison until everything in her room became outlines and shadow.

"Itisnow."

"No, | mean this. "

And he knew then that Zarameant their lying in the dark, so much unspoken between them.
"Theréssomething | needtotell you. . ." Raf sad tentatively.

"Let meguess,” shesaid. "I'm not thefirgt. In fact you've fucked your way through an entire phone book
of my friends. Y ou have three children, well, that you know abot . . . You're only after my millions. . ."

"Thisisserious," sad Raf.

"Sowasl," Zaraanswered. And pulled Raf to her and kissed him as her hand did under hisrib cage and
then both her hands locked behind his back, so that Raf's full weight rested on her trapped arm.

Shefdt him go hard.

"You'renaked," said Raf, thefingers of hisright hand tracing the crease of her buttocks, just to make
sure he hadn't got that wrong.

He hadn't known, Zararedized. She'd been safely tucked under aquilt by the time he returned to the
room.

Thered been one night, months before, when sheld talked and held listened, athough she couldn't
remember it and he could; but then, if Raf wasto be believed, he remembered everything, which was
maybe not a good placeto be.

"It'simportant,” said Raf, holding her face between his hands. "And it concernswho | am. What | am . .

"Youreyou," sad Zara. "That'senough.”
"No," said Raf sadlly, "itisnt. It'snot anything like enough.”

Zarawanted to know why, so Raf told her. Or rather he didn't. He told her afairy story instead. "Once,"
sad Raf, hisfingers caressing the side of her face, "therewasason of Lilith.. . ."

Raf took it asread that Zaraknew Lilith's story. Adam's first wife, mother to vampyres and djinn. A
woman expelled from Eden for fucking the snake.



"Hewas older than he looked because, athough his days were as your days, his nights were often longer,
one of them so long that fir trees grew and houses were built while he dept. Someone who loved him
grew old and stopped loving him, seeing her own life and increasing age reflected in the puzzlement in his
eyesevery time hewokefromthecolddeep . . ."

If Zarathought it was odd that Raf told her afolktae she kept this thought to hersalf. Remembering
stories Hani had told her. Small girl's stories. Of the kind easily dismissed.

"He dept the cold deep because that was the easiest way not to die. Until one day he awoke and Lilith
had died and her friends had forgotten him or no longer cared if he escaped. So he did what sons of Lilith
do, moved to astrange country to live undetected as a human for seven years. For if avampyre or djinn
can live undetected for seven years he will become as human.”

"So Hani told me," said Zara.
"Shedid?'

"She'stold everybody,” Zarasaid. "It'sin abook, the origina story. About how a son of Lilith can
become as human. But the children will be born sonsof Lilith."

"Sonsof Lilith, daughtersof Lilith," said Raf. "In my caseit's cdled germ line manipulation. Whatever |
ammy children will become.”

"And what are you?"

Raf thought about it. "I'm not sure," he said findly. "I get voices. | seeinthe dark. There arethree extra
ribs on either sde of my rib cage. My eyes hurt in the daylight. My memory istoo distressingly perfect for
my mind to manage. . ."

"All of thisisyour mother's respongbility?

"Or Emir Moncef's," said Raff, "but it gets messier." Hefdt the girl go gill and shifted gently away from
her, giving Zara space. "I've opened the bags . . . Secret files," he added, when herealized she didn't
quite understand. "It's like reading the technical specificationsfor anew type of car. Onethat might not
work."

"What'stheworst?'
"Immortdity. Or if not immortality, then longevity. How long | don't know but longer than is now normal."
"Y ou knew thiswhen you refused to marry me?"

"Someof it," said Raf. He stopped himsdlf. "More than some," he said but the anger was directed at
himsdf. "What | wasn't told asachild | overheard. It'srelatively easy to code for heightened hearing.
Less easy to understand the implicationsif one's own hearing isnormal and the subject isthree rooms

avay.'

"I'm sorry," Zarasaid. Her hand moved up to touch hisface and came away wet. She believed him
implicitly.

"Soaml," said Réf.

Later, when he hung over her in the darkness, both of them drunk with longing, Raf bent forward and
kissed Zaralightly on the forehead. There was something else he hadn't mentioned. If he understood it



right, then immortality was sexudly transmitted; the act of being pregnant infected both mother and
embryo.

The second time they made love began dow and ended up hard and fadt. It sarted with Zara swinging
hersdlf on top of Raf and straddling his hips, her face only inchesfrom his. Outside their window, the city
was expectant for what would come the next day. Guards stood at the gates of the Bardo and patrolled
the streets around the palace complex. Mgor Gide and Raf having agreed this as amatter of protocol
only. Done because it was expected.

"Remember the boat?' Zarasaid.

Asif he could forget. Water so blue it was dmost purple. The scent of rosemary and thyme carried on a
warm wind across abay. And then the return trip. Hani safely adeep and Zarabringing him abeer ashe
sulked outside and time and the ocean did past.

"What boat?' Raf demanded.
Leaning forward, Zaraput her mouth over hisand bit, hard enough to draw blood. "That boat,” she said.

They kissed and, dowly and rather clumsily, Zarareached down to position Raf againgt her. To Zarahe
was ashadow against white sheets, awatchful silent silhouette; for Raf shewaslit clear asdaylight . . .
He could see her mouth twisting, eyes open and fixed on nothing, her breasts swaying forward with each
rock of her hips, impossbly beautiful.

Reaching up with open hands, Raf felt warm flesh overflow hisfingers and tried not to be offended when
Zaraabsentmindedly lifted his hands away and went back to her rocking. After shed ridden himin
slencelong enough for Raf to fade out hisvision and lose himsdlf in the rhythm, Zaratook his hand and
positioned it on her abdomen so that Raf's thumb reached between swollen lips.

"There" shesaid, "keep it there." And went back to her darkness and aburst of half criesand swallowed
words. There was no sharing thistime. And angry was the only way to describe the abruptness with
which Zara shuddered to ahdt, her hand till holding his own hard against her smooth mons.

Smooth, because she lacked al body hair.

Zarahad given him thelist once. One night in another paace; the time sheld cried hersdlf to degp and
woken to swallow him as she kndlt on white marbletilesin the middle of a sunlit floor, three days before
he prosecuted her father for murder. A fact neither one had ever mentioned. Thelist wasreatively short
and went no body hair, no labiaminor or hood or tip to her clitoris. . . But, as sheldd pointed out, afull
Pharaonic would have been infinitely worse,

According to adoctor in New Y ork (the one Zarasaw at seventeen, the week after she arrived at
Columbia), arewarding sex life was perfectly possble. It might just take more effort than for some other
women. And she stood, the doctor said, a better chance than many of those whose scar tissue was
mentd rather than physical.

Thetiny vibrator the woman gave Zarawent unused. Ditto a collection of glass dilators from small to
medium. Zarafound one article on fema e genital mutilation, attended one meeting a which shesaid
nothing, then went back to writing law essays. And lying in the darkness as she said this, that timein El
Iskandryia, Raf had been unable to work out from the flatness of Zara's voiceif sheregarded thisas
common sense or cowardice.. . .

"My turn." Raf rolled the two of them over, so Zaralay underneath and he was between her legs.



Widening her knees, Raf withdrew until the tightness at the entrance to her sex was about to release him,
only to dam back, watching Zara's chin go up in shock or surrender.

Her handsrose and fell, arms crooked at the elbow as fingers fluttered batlike in darkness. Tied to some
pleaforever unsaid. On her breath were white wine, hashish and the faintest trace of capers. Tastes that
Raf took from her lips. And then her legs locked over hisand her hips began to grind againgt him.

They came together with that blinding luck those new to each other sometimes get and dept, still locked
in each other'sarms.

CHAPTER %4

Saturday 26th March

"Takeaguess," said Hani, nudging M urad Pasha andnodding to where Zaraand Raf stood beside
awall, holding hands. A half dozen of Mgor Gide's handpicked guards stood impassive againgt the
oppositewal of the decorated alcove, carefully not noticing. "Go on, guess what they've been doing . . ."

Murad blushed.

"How do | look?" said Hani. Shetwirled on marbletiles, her silk dress spinning out like the cloak of a
dervish. The dresswas meant to go with knee-length socks but Hani had refused. Not just refused but
refused totaly. Sitting naked and dripping on the edge of her bath, unwilling even to let Donnadry her
until the old woman agreed that white socks were out.

And Donna, dill furious at being dragged from El Iskandryiato Tunis, had threatened to fetch Khartoum
but even that failed to move Hani. In the end they settled on short white socks rather than the black tights
Hani had wanted.

"How do you look?" Murad considered the question. She was dressed in white silk. Around her neck
was asinglerow of black pearls, fastened at the back with a clasp made from jade and gold. Her ears
were now properly pierced and atiny drop-pearl hung from each lobe. On her feet were silver pumps.

"Anachronigic,” he saidfindly.

Hani punched him.

Not hard. Just enough to deaden hisarm.

"The correct answer,” shesaid, "islike aprincess."

They were waiting near the entrance to a salon de comeras, hidden from the crowd by an eegant carved
screen. Admission to the ceremony was by order of precedence and some people, mostly nasrani lucky
to bethereat dl, had been sitting for over an hour as more upscade arrivasfiled in to be shown their
places.

It had given the new Emir great pleasure to make sure that the Marquis de St. Cloud was one of those
forced to wait in the chegp seats. Sitting much closer to the front, looking dightly bemused, were Micki
Vanhoffer and Carl Senior, dressed for what could only beanight in LasVegas.

Outside, Rue Jardin Bardo was lined ten deep with people waiting for the Emir's Bugatti coupé
Napoleon to sweep past, only to be hidden on arrival by veils of silk asit disgorged its occupants, a
colond from the engineers, his young wife and their two children. Decoysinsisted upon by Mgor Gide,



who'd gratefully accepted the new Emir's suggestion that she remain his head of security.

The actua playersin the spectacle about to unfold in front of TV5, C3N and one other, randomly
selected, cameracrew had been thefirst to arrive, spirited into the salon viaaback route.

"You ready?' Raf asked Zara.
Shenodded. Not entirely convincingly.

Outsidein the audience were Hamzah Effendi, Madame Rahinaand the brother Zara had tracked down
to asquat on the edge of Kharmous, half brother really. Hamzah's bastard. Once afactory and later an
illega club, he/d soundproofed his squat with cardboard and spray painted it gunmeta grey. Thefloor
had been earth, friable and damp but he/d doped it with liquid plastic, tipping the can straight onto the
ground.

"What are you thinking?' Raf asked.

"About Avatar. Y ou know, back when he was akid, wasit right to take him home with me--or was|
justbeing aspailtbrat . .. 7'

"Ah," Ref amiled. "The what-if factor."

Zaradtared.

"For every action wetake," said Raf, "there's probably a better one.”
"Doesthat gpply to this?'

"Which this?' Raf demanded. " Usthisor thisthis?' The sweep of hishand took in the coughing and
restless shuffle of feet beyond the screen.

"Both," said Zara.

In adifferent world Raf might have answered that there was nothing held do differently where Zarawas
concerned, not even hisjilting her which put Zaraacrossthe front of Iskandryia Today and nearly cost
him hislife. He loved her and had no certainty that any other course of action would have led him to
where he stood; but Murad turned and caught Raf's eye and the words went unsaid.

Checking hiswatch, Raf listened to something in his earbead and nodded.
Three, two, one. . .

On cue, an unaccompanied voice rose in the sdlon outside. Maal oof al andalus , themusic Ifrigiya
made famous. Frail and strong, haunted and ancient. The words alament for those who had gone before
and a greeting for those who were to come &fter.

Near the far end of the suddenly silenced room, Khartoum raised his head and hung anote on the air so
unearthly that Hani shivered. The poem that echoed off the salon's high roof came from Rumi, the great
Sufi sage but the intonation was K hartoun's own.

Sowly, onenote a atime an 'aoued filled the spaces around the words. Then an instrument that Raf
thought might be a nai, only deeper than any flute he'd ever heard.

"Timeto move," Hani whispered.



"Y ep. Everybody'swaiting.” Thiswas, Zaraknew, astupid thing for her to say. Unfortunately it was aso
true: five hundred carefully chosen people were waiting on the far side of that screen to seethe
proclamation of the new Emir. A ritud intentionaly designed to mix Western with North African
traditions.

For religious reasons the proclamation needed to happen in the salon de comeras, the hall of
ambassadors, rather than the Zitouna mosque, becauise women and men could not be alowed to mix in
the mosque and, anyway, letting nasrani into the prayer hall would outrage the mullahs.

Officidly the beards were no longer a problem, Kashif's arrest and subsequent suicide had seen to that.
Magor Gidéesinterim report suggested redlity was different. The fundamentalist tendency would remain
quiet only for aslong astheir embarrassment lasted at having backed aman given to treachery and
wicked living.

"Comeon..."Zarawas shaking Raf'sarm.

And as Khartoum's voice rose to a note as ethereal as waves against rock, then ended abruptly, leaving
only silence, Murad said, "We can't do this."

"Wejust can't." There was asadnessin Murad'svoice, amaturity at odds with the anxious smileon his
thin face. Thiswas aboy who'd sat holding hisfather's hand while the old man died. A boy who'd
inssted on attending not just the funeral of hisfather, aswas expected but aso of his brother, after Kashif
shot himsdlf through the head. Threetimes. The funerd of Lady Maryam, who succumbed to the sameflu
that killed the Emir, he refused outright to attend. And that took a different kind of strength.

"Look at us," Murad said.

Age was more than asmple sum of years. Into the load went experience and modes of survival. Strength
could belearnt and adopted or devel oped through necessity and nothing tempered it faster than learning
to day dive.

Murad nodded towards the hidden crowd. Then swept his gaze across Hani, Zaraand Raf, finally ending
with aglance at amirror which showed atwe ve-year-old boy in atight uniform, stars of gold and enamel
across his narrow chest.

"Look at what I'mwearing . . ."

Murad's new uniform, identical to one worn by Raf, was based around an Egyptian version of theold
British cavalry tunic, borrowed by an earlier Emir and introduced as court dress. No North African or
Ottoman regiment had ever gone into battle wearing such clothes. Itsuse was dtrictly ceremonid. The
only difference was Murad's lack of shades.

"l don't support this" said Murad. "I didn't think you did." He looked sadly at Hani reflected in the
mirror. "And | don't want to be part of it. | refuse to become Emir." Lifting afelt tarboosh from his heed,
the boy nodded to aguard. The hat Murad held was inlaid with gold thread and seeded around its base
with tiny freshwater pearls. Pinned to the front was a priceless diamond spray of feathers. The chelengk
arecent 9gn of favour from the Sultan in Stambul.

The guard who reached out to take it retreated at a scowl from Raf.

"You haveit then," Murad said and Raf shook his head.



"Wrong size" said Raf. "And anyway, it belongsto you."
"Why?' Murad asked, and everyone looked at Raf.

That wasthered question. All of Raf'slife had been leading up to this, it seemed to him. Standinginan
alcove off acrowded salon de comeras, off-loading his responsibilities onto a child. Which was one way
tolook at it. The other wasthat Raf wastrying desperately to do theright thing in asituation where there
was no right thing to do.

"Thisisdifficult," hesad.
"Redly," said Hani. And when Raf nodded she Sighed. "That wasirony," she said.

Beyond the screen, Khartoum's voi ce edged into the silence and soared away, stilling the crowd again.
"Ya bay." Raf caught theword in arefrain and lost the meaning as he looked down and saw Murad il
waiting for hisanswer.

"You think it should be me" Raf said, not bothering to make it aquestion. They'd been through this.
None of them believed there should be an Emir to start with, but that wasn't redly the point. A coup had
been averted.

A new erahad arrived.
The last of the UN sanctions had been lifted that morning.

Five hundred people were waiting within the salon for sight of Ifrigiyas child ruler. A hundred thousand
filled the Sreets. Camera crews wandered the M edina recording anything and everything for worldwide
syndication. There were two members of the German Imperia Family, afirst cousin to the Sublime Porte,
the president of the United States, both presidents of Russiaand the Prince Imperia of France, despite
his recent disgrace. All gathered to welcome Ifrigiyaback into the family of nations.

As squabhbling, incestuous and venal agroup as ever existed.

In thirty years the country hadn't seen haf that number of VIPs. Hell, even one VIP would have been
more than Ifrigiyahad seen in thirty years. Theice age was over and the state's political and diplomatic
purdah had been quietly brought to an end.

At ahigh cog, afact not doubted by any of those who stood in the dcove; dthough they differed in their
understanding as to how high. What they now discussed was, if one were honest, who should be the first

to pay.

"The problem," said Raf, crouching until hisface waslevel with Murad'sown, "isthat your father was not
my father."

That got their attention.
"Yeshewas," Murad indgsted.

"No." Raf shook hishead. "I've known thisfor days. One of us had Emir Moncef asafather. The other
didn't." From his pocket, Raf pulled a sheet of paper folded into three and Hani, being Hani, recognized it
for what it was. A sanguinity report.

"Thisisyour father's DNA," Raf said to Murad as he pointed to a column down one side of the dip.
"And thisisyour own," he pointed to the next. "And thisthird oneismine. Y ou can seethereisno



relationship between the first two and the third. My mother was not your mother and my father was not
your father; we are not even cousins.”

"I don't undergtand,” said Murad, face crumpling. "Who are you then?"

"My mother once told me my father was a Swedish hiker. That's probably astrue as anything else she
ever told me”

The boy nodded, amovement so small asto be amost imperceptible. And then, meeting Raf's eyes, he
nodded again, his second nod firmer, more confident.

"Givemethat printout,” he ordered.

Without aword Raf handed Murad the DNA results. Instead of looking at them, the boy ripped themin
two, did it again and then one moretime, struggling in hisfina attempt.

"Youremy cousin,” hesaid in avoicethat alowed no room for argument. Only Murad's eyes, made
larger than ever by sadness, betrayed him.

"And your bodyguard,” added Raf. " Should you need one.”
Hani raised her eyebrows.

"| thought you might enjoy living in Tunis" Raf said. He didn't quite glance a Murad as he said this but
Hani scowled anyway. And he got the feding she might have stuck out her tongue, if Murad hadn't been
watching. "Or we could commute between here and El IsK," added Raf, "if that works better for
everyone. . ."

Zara'sface was unreadable.

Beyond the screen, Khartoum fell into expectant silence and the guards around the edges of the alcove
grained forward asif they might toss Murad's group into the waiting hall themselves, so worried was
Magjor Gide's expression.

Hani, Zaraand Raf began to move. Only to stop when Murad held up his hand.

"l go up theredone," he announced. That wasn't how it had been planned or practised in dry run after
dry run, but Murad's voice was firm as he stepped through a gap between wall and marble screen. "It's
my responsbility.”

"And us?' Hani asked. "What are we expected to do?' There was hurt in her eyes and her chin was up.

Had Murad not been on the point of walking out in front of the world, he/d have had aseriousfight on his
hands. One look at the boy's face showed he understood that.

They were children, Raf reminded himsdlf, balanced on the dliff edge of puberty, behaving as adults
because that was what politics required of them. In adifferent world there might be other answers and
other systemsthat worked better. But they were here, in the sdlon de comerasin Tunis. And it was dl the
world they had.

"WdI?" said Hani.

"Y ou comewith me," Murad said, compromising. "When we get to the two steps you stop and I'll stand
at thetop.”

Hani consdered this.



"No," shesaid, "you walk ahead when we go out but | climb the steps and stand just behind you."”
Murad sighed.
"And us?' Zaraasked.

Hani and Murad looked at each other.

Raf and Zarawent first. Waking through the slence beneath infinitely repesting mugar nas vaulting, inset
with imported roundels of flying babies. Although the cherubim had the wooden rounds to themselves, an
elegant script edged the space where celling and tiled wall joined. It said what the Fatiha dways said,
words that had echoed across the sands of North Africafor centuries.

Bringing war, civilization, coffee and the veil. Poetry and bloodshed. Algebra, an understanding of the
physica working of the human body and civil war. No worse or better, in Raf's opinion, than the beliefs it
replaced or competed against.

Although maybe the words were more beautiful.
"In the name of God, the merciful, the compassionate.. . ."
They waked in slence, Zara staring straight ahead.

Her parents were Sitting near the front but by asidewall. A position chosen to reflect Hamzah Effendi's
vadt fortune whilst not ignoring the occasionaly dubious nature of its gathering.

Hamzah smiled, proud and dightly disbelieving.
Zarastaked by without noticing.

Two rows ahead, Koenig Pasha, whom Raf still thought of asthe Generd, sat beside Tewfik Pasha,
whose ghost of abeard and moustache were now amost manifest. The Khedive and the Generd had
been busy ignoring each other ever since His Highness decided to dispense with the Generd's position as
Iskandryia's governor. Suggesting they Sit side by side had been Raf'sway of breaking the ice. Just ahead
of them, assorted uber VIPs squatted the front two rows, except for three seats | eft blank on the right;
one should have been Hani's, but obvioudly she wouldn't be needing it.

Raf stood back to let Zarago first and the ook she gave him was hurt and dightly disbelieving. There
weretearsin her eyes. Although once she realized held noticed, she started to scowl.

"What have | done now?" Raf whispered.

"How could you say that to Murad?' she said. "And how long before Hani redizesthat if you're not
Murad's haf brother, then you can't be. . ."

"Her uncle?' Raf asked.
Zaras nod was abrupt.
"What will you tell her?" she demanded.

A gmilejust wide enough to create laughter lineslit Raf'sface. "I'll tell her thetruth,” he said, leaning
close. "And then swear her to secrecy.” Behind him Raf could hear adouble shuffle of footsteps where



the aide Sarted at huge double doors neither Murad or Hani had actually passed through.
"Thetruth being what?"

"That | am her uncle," whispered Raf, "but Murad is not her cousin." Hetook Zara's hand and though it
lay dightly unwilling in hisown, shedidn' try to removeit.

Who had gone to whom with what, Raf had found impossible to discover from the secret files.
Somewhere in the mix was the Emir, his mother and Bayer-Rochelle, who'd been working on cerebral
trangplants, the operation that killed Emir Moncef and left Eugenie dela Croix with adead commander,
international pressure to open labs that could not possibly be revealed to the world and a frightened
Swedish hitchhiker as his replacement.

Obviousredly, when one thought about it.

And Lady Maryam hadn't been the only woman Eugenie had refused to let seethe ersatz Emir. Raf's
mother had been the other.

He spoke quickly and very quietly, dways aware of the footsteps getting closer. Khartoum, who ill
stood at the front, both silent and watchful in asimple woollen robe, watched Raf and Zarawith interest;
when he saw Raf had noticed, the old man flicked one hand in quick greeting and smiled.

"Eugenieknew this?"
"Of course.”

AsMurad and Hani reached Micki Vanhoffer, the large American burst into tears and wrung Carl
Senior'sfingers until heamost joined in. "They're going to get married,” shetold the Japanese
ambassador sitting next to her, who only stopped being appalled when Carl Senior leaned over hiswife's
amplelap to explain that thiswasn't likely to happen for someyearsyet, if at dl.

"Okay?' Hani demanded.
Murad nodded.

She could hear her cousin humming softly as he climbed first one marble step, then another, stopping at
the point where his proclamation would begin. It took Hani asecond or two to recognize the tune.

Emir Murad a-Manaur, Ifrigiyas ruler and bey of Tuniswas humming the chant from "Revolt into
Nakedness," street song of North Africas disposed. The new Cheb Rai/Ragged Republic version
obvioudy.

He'd managed to find it that morning on hisradio.
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