
 

 
About this Guide 
The following author biography and list of questions about The Lion of Cairo are intended as 
resources to aid individual readers and book groups who would like to learn more about the 
author and this book. We hope that this guide will provide you a starting place for discussion, 
and suggest a variety of perspectives from which you might approach The Lion of Cairo. 
 
About the Book 
The Assassin paid no heed to his quarry’s death throes. His attention remained fixed on the long 
blade in his fist, on its pommel of yellowed ivory carved in the shape of a djinni’s snarling 
visage.  “I am al-Hashishiyya,” he said to the glittering-eyed devil.  “I am Death incarnate.” 

So am I, the devil replied . . . 

            On the banks of the ageless Nile, from a palace of gold and lapis lazuli, the young Caliph 
Rashid al-Hasan rules as a figurehead over a crumbling empire. Cairo is awash in deception. In 
the shadow of the Gray Mosque, generals and emirs jockey for position under the scheming eyes 
of the powerful grand vizier.  In the crowded souks and narrow alleys, warring factions employ 
murder and terror to silence their opponents. Egypt bleeds.  And the scent draws her enemies in 
like sharks: the swaggering Kurd, Shirkuh, who serves the pious Sultan of Damascus and 
Amalric, the Christian king of Jerusalem whose greed is insatiable and whose knights are hungry 
for battle.  
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And yet, all is not lost.  There is an old man who lives on a remote mountainside in a distant 
land.  He holds the power of life and death over the warring factions of the Muslim world – and 
decides to come to the Caliph’s aid. He sends his greatest weapon into Egypt.  He sends a single 
man.  An Assassin.  The one they call the Emir of the Knife.... 

In this lighting-paced epic, bestselling author Scott Oden masterfully blends history and 
adventure in the style of Robert E. Howard. Bringing medieval Cario, the true jewel of the 
Arabian Nights, to exhilarating life, full of intrigue and thunderous battle, Oden resurrects one of 
the Ancient World’s most beautiful and beguiling countries. 
 
Praise for The Lion of Cairo 
"The mark of exceptional historical fiction is its creation of an alien world so convincing (and 
peopled by such fascinating characters) that the reader never wants to go back to the real world.  
Scott Oden delivers exactly that in The Lion of Cairo, a tale of Assad the assassin that reads like 
a cross between the Arabian Nights and a Hollywood blockbuster.  Memnon and Men of Bronze 
put Mr. Oden squarely on the hist/fiction map.  The Lion of Cairo assures his place in the very 
front rank." 
—Steven Pressfield, New York Times bestselling author of Gates of Fire 

“The Lion of Cairo is filled to the brim with assassins and concubines, caliphs and street thugs, 
the devout and the heretical. It’s partly a swashbuckling historical, partly a tale of palace 
intrigue, partly a fast and furious espionage yarn. A terrific trip into Cairo’s exotic past. Just pray 
that the Emir of the Knife is on your side…” 
—David Anthony Durham, award-winning author of Pride of Carthage 

"A fabulous medieval adventure with plenty of swords and a hint of sorcery in the form of a 
demon-haunted sword that reminds me a bit of the one owned by Michael Moorcock's Elric of 
Melniboné. Assassins and crusaders, caliphs, viziers and courtesans mix it up in a vividly 
recreated desert world." 
—HistoricalFictionOnline.com  
 
 
 

About the Author 

Scott Oden's fascination with far-off places began with the vistas of 
Robert E. Howard and Harold Lamb. He writes full-time from his home 
near Somerville, AL.   

Visit Scott on his website: www.MenOfBronze.com.  

Visit Scott on Facebook 
 

 

     Photo Credit: Marcia DeFiore 



 

Discussion Questions 

1.  In the prologue, readers discover the protagonist, Assad, is an Assassin from Alamut—
essentially a fanatical member of a sect of killers.  How might this fact shade readers’ opinion of 
him?  Do you think it makes it harder to sympathize with him? 
 
2.  Throughout the book readers see glimpses of Assad’s past, from the abuse he endured as a 
child to his survival of the ferocious Crusader siege of Ascalon.  How do you think these 
episodes motivated him to join the Assassins?  Do you think he was disillusioned, and thus an 
easy mark for conversion, or do you think the failings of orthodox society drove him to seek a 
different path?  Both?  Neither?  
 
3.  Give your impression of the relationship between Assad and Daoud ar-Rasul.  Is the dynamic 
between them more like that of father and son, or is it better described as the relationship 
between mentor and pupil?  What are the differences between the two?  Assad seems concerned 
for Daoud’s health but do you think Daoud truly cares for Assad’s well-being, or does he 
consider him merely a tool in the arsenal of Alamut? 
 
4.  Sorcery appears to be a real and tangible force in the book, as witnessed by Assad’s 
enchanted knife.  Do you believe the enchantment is real?  Could it be something psychological 
in nature, a hallucination or a mere figment of imagination?  How would you explain the 
physical response to touching the blade?  What did you think of the author’s handling of sorcery 
as a whole?  Did it seem consistent with the legends and myths of Egypt and the Middle East?  
Was the presence of sorcery a distraction, or did it lend itself well to the Arabian Nights feel of 
the book? 
 
5.  What did you make of the author’s use of detail when describing the city of Cairo?  Was it 
over-the-top and self-indulgent, or did it help you to visualize what medieval Cairo might have 
been like?  Do you think Oden meant for the city to be a character in its own right?  Or was he 
merely following genre conventions?  Did it surprise you to discover touches of ancient Egypt in 
the medieval Islamic architecture?  Do you think there is a link between the two cultures? 
 
6.  What impression did you have of the three main female characters: Parysatis, Zaynab, and 
Yasmina?  Do you think their lives are representative of how women fared in medieval Cairo?  If 
you were in their place, would you prefer the safe-but-cloistered life of the harem or the more 
dangerous freedom of the courtesan’s lifestyle?  How might their lives be different if the book 
were set in modern Cairo, instead? 
 
7.  Though ostensibly historical fiction, Oden plays fast and loose with the truth surrounding 12th 
century Cairo, the Assassins, and the Crusader States—at times radically departing from known 
history for the sake of story.  Do you think such “historical creativity” is one of the book’s 
strengths?  Is it a weakness?  How might it impede readers’ enjoyment of the book?  Or should 
we judge such a work on the merits of story, alone? 
 
8.  Through the course of the story, the author introduces quite a number of characters—heroes 
and villains, men and women, soldiers and slaves.  Do you feel any special affinity for one or 
more of Cairo’s denizens?  Do you sympathize with the plight of the women?  With the politics 



 

of the King of Thieves?  Or even with the motives of the villains?  Discuss your favorite 
characters and what makes them stand out from the others. 
 
9.  What did you make of the explicit violence in The Lion of Cairo?  Do you think Oden opted 
for such a gory style as homage to his inspirational material, the pulps of the 1930’s?  Or do you 
think he meant to illustrate the viciousness and brutality of warfare in the 12th century?  Or were 
his motives different altogether? 
  
10.  Scott Oden peppered The Lion of Cairo with allusions and references to his favorite author, 
Robert E. Howard.  Can you find them?  How do you feel about authors engaging in such 
behavior over the course of a book?  Is it mere gimmickry, or do you think it’s the equivalent of 
the author giving a wink and a nod to those who inspired him?  If you were an author, is there 
another whose work you’d like to pay your respects to?  How would you go about it? 
 
 
A Conversation with Scott Oden 
Q: Your writing displays an affinity for fading empires and lost causes, from Egypt’s 26th 
dynasty in Men of Bronze to the life of Memnon of Rhodes in Memnon to the declining 
years of the Fatimid Caliphate in The Lion of Cairo.  What is it about these time periods 
that captures your imagination? 
 
The people, mostly.  That’s what the study of history is, to me: discovering people no different 
than you or I, who were born, played, learned lessons, fell in and out of love, gave birth, laughed, 
cried, worked, slept, dreamed, lived, and died.  I look for moments of what Robert E. Howard 
called “blood and thunder”: moments when peace and good order have broken down . . . 
moments that inspire ordinary men to undertake the extraordinary.  When things are at their most 
grim, when the veneer of civilization is stripped away and we have no recourse save to fight or 
die, here one finds the very essence of blood and thunder—and it stands shoulder-to-shoulder 
with the essence of a good story. 
 
Q: You often mention the influence Robert E. Howard had over you, first as a reader then 
as a young writer.  Who is he, and what is it about his work that moves you so? 
 
Robert E. Howard, or REH as his fans call him, came out of rural Texas during the Depression to 
become a premier writer of pulp adventure, poetry, weird horror, historical, and sports tales.  
Though his professional career spanned a little over a decade (from 1925 till his untimely death 
in 1936), he wrote by conservative estimate some three million words of material—a good bit of 
it is more readable than what sits on bookstore shelves today; without a doubt, REH’s most 
famous creation is a barbarian adventurer who flourished in the time before recorded history, 
Conan of Cimmeria.  If you’re only familiar with Conan through movies or comics, you’re 
missing out on a spectacularly well-drawn figure of Byronic proportions.  At his best, he is part 
brooding anti-hero, part laughing rogue, and part cunning predator. 
 
REH’s style of writing paired economy with passion.  He was a visual writer; he could set a 
scene with as few words as Hemingway, but his passion lent it a savage and visceral life.  Nor 
was his prose without a sense of beauty—though much of it was the primal beauty of the wild.  I 



 

can read a passage from REH (and I prefer either his historical tales or those of Conan) and feel 
the doom of mankind pressing in upon me, but rather than be depressed by this, Howard’s 
writing imparts a sense of glory not unlike what is found among the Viking sagas: death is 
inescapable; it’s how we die that measures us for immortality.  This is a sentiment I’ve tried long 
and hard to infuse into my own writing, with varying degrees of success. 
 
Q: Is it this influence, then, that causes you to create characters who are doomed or who 
face impossible odds? 
 
While I can give a measure of the credit for that to REH, a great deal of it is also a reflection of 
my own world-view.  Like my characters I am a staunch pessimist but I don’t allow myself to get 
all maudlin and depressed about it; like them, I take no comfort from religion nor do I pin my 
hopes for immortality on an afterlife.  Fate has allotted us a measure of time on this Earth, and in 
that time we must strive to make our mark, to have our voices heard, our names remembered.  
Some do this through public service, others through the acquisition of temporal wealth or power, 
still others through the auspices of the Arts—for what is the desire to write and be published if 
not a bid for immortality?  Of course, some people—most people—will live and die without 
generating even the smallest ripple in history.  Don’t get me wrong . . . none of us will make it 
out of here alive, but I want what my characters want: to leave something of myself behind, 
some hint that I was upon this Earth.  But what I attempt with the pen my characters attempt with 
the sword. 
 
As for impossible odds, is that not required for the hero in us all to shine forth? 
 
Q: Your descriptions of combat have a ring of truth to them, but you have never served or 
been called to war yourself, have you?  Where, then, do you draw inspiration for your 
scenes of battle and carnage? 
 
My father is a WWII vet and my brother is currently on active duty with the US Navy, but no, I 
have never had the privilege of serving in our armed forces.  Any veracity in my conflicts comes 
from research, from reading the remembrances of men who have gone to war—from Homer’s 
Iliad to the Crusader-era memoirs of Usamah ibn-Munqidh to Ambrose’s Band of Brothers.  I 
use a great research technique Steven Pressfield (Gates of Fire) calls “cross-pollination”, 
borrowing bits of non-specific detail from other time periods or cultures to fill in any gaps I may 
come across.  And then I also study how other writers handle scenes of hand-to-hand combat: 
what sensory information do they dwell upon and why, what emotional content do they add, and 
what level of violence do they embrace—do they describe the effects of battle in gory 
Technicolor or do they gloss over it.  Spiritually, I let Stephen Crane be my guide.  He wrote so 
convincingly of the Civil War that readers found it hard to believe he wasn’t a veteran of that 
conflict. 
 
Q: Assad, the protagonist in The Lion of Cairo, is a hard fellow to root for, what with him 
being a fanatical member of the order of Assassins.  How did you manage to make a cold-
blooded killer at least marginally sympathetic, if not likeable? 
 



 

I wouldn’t call Assad likeable, and you’re right: he is only marginally sympathetic.  Though I 
don’t particularly care for him myself—I wouldn’t invite him over for a drink or anything—I do 
respect Assad.  He is a type of Assassin that did not historically exist: a mastermind, as adept at 
planning as he is at execution, who did not engage in suicide missions.  There’s a quote on page 
151 that sums up Assad’s nature quite well: “Imagine a lion—cold and predatory, a man killer 
possessed of speed and strength. Now imagine that lion acquiring a man’s intellect, a saint’s 
patience, and a conqueror’s drive.”  His fanaticism is less ardent than some, but he makes up for 
it through sheer determination: given a task, someone to kill or a message to deliver, he will see 
it done or die in the attempt.  And if it should come to blows . . . well, he is a good man to have 
at your side.  Perhaps it speaks volumes about me, but I don’t consider Assad’s propensity for 
violence or his casual willingness to take a human life to be character flaws; rather, they are 
indicators of the times in which he lives. 
 
Ultimately, I think the trick to making a man like Assad even remotely sympathetic to modern 
readers is to present him with a foe even less palatable than he is.  Assad might be a killer, but 
Ibn Sharr is a killer who also defiles the dead.  That renders him irredeemably vile in my 
opinion. 
 
Q: Speaking of Ibn Sharr, your ill-famed necromancer: with The Lion of Cairo you’ve 
added the existence of sorcery to the framework of the historical novel.  Was mixing history 
and fantasy a difficult balance to achieve?  Did one threaten to overwhelm the other?  And 
how do you think readers of historical fiction will react to the addition of magic? 
 
Hopefully, readers won’t bat an eye at the presence of sorcery alongside the historical.  Fantasy 
has always sat cheek-by-jowl with history, both in literature and in practice.  Our ancestors 
believed magic to be a valid—if somewhat sinister—force of nature, a gift from the gods.  Their 
songs and tales brimmed over with sorcerers and witches and monsters and all manner of things 
that could turn a stout man’s heart to ice.  But, there was also sympathetic magic in the form of 
things: rings, swords, helmets shields, sandals . . . the list goes on.  Bringing sorcery to 12th 
century Egypt came rather easily, as the former already existed in the minds of most people of 
that era, and the latter has always been a land steeped in the supernatural.  They just seemed to 
arrive at a natural balance. 
 
It was proportion, rather, that worried me.  How much mummery was too much?  For aesthetic 
reasons I tried to keep the sorcerous elements of the story as discrete as possible.  During 
composition my personal edict was nothing flashy, and when in doubt I studied over and again 
the Biblical episode of the Witch of Endor (I Samuel 28:7) or Herodotus’ description of the 
Oracle at Delphi.  I wanted that same niggling sense of ambiguity, the question of is it real or 
not, to overtake the reader regardless of what the characters might believe. 
 
Q: Describe your creative process.  How do you find and cultivate your ideas?  Do you 
work from an outline or are you a “seat of your pants” style of writer? 
 
More often than not, I find my ideas in the pages of whatever I happen to be reading at the time.  
A passage from The Histories of Herodotus (III.4) gave me the idea for Men of Bronze; Harold 
Lamb’s Alexander of Macedon sparked my curiosity for Memnon of Rhodes.  The Lion of Cairo 



 

came about from a conversation I had with my friend, and now my editor, Pete Wolverton, who 
wondered how cool the Assassins might be if paired with a 30’s pulp sensibility in the style of 
REH. 
 
Once I have an idea, I write down the principal themes and characters and then let it simmer.  I 
putter around, gathering research materials I expect I might need.  Then, when I feel it has 
percolated enough, I sit down and write an outline.  With Men of Bronze, this outline occupied a 
dozen note cards; with The Lion of Cairo, it was essentially a rough draft clocking in at 37 
single-spaced pages, replete with action and snippets of dialogue.  The outline for Memnon was 
somewhere in the middle. 
 
Composition follows.  I try to write 1000-1500 words a day, time permitting (I also have a full-
time job as primary caretaker for my aging parents).  The way I compose is, readers tell me, 
fairly odd; I’ve written about it to a greater degree on my blog.  I’m also a firm believer in 
seeding my workspace with totems, little fetishes that help channel creative energy (if you 
believe that sort of thing).  Some are pictures clipped from books or magazines; some are 
postcards or gewgaws picked up by tourists.  For Men of Bronze, it was a little stone skull 
(representing mortality), a picture of an Eye of Horus amulet, and a Corinthian helmet.  For 
Memnon, a vial of sand from a beach on Rhodes, a postcard of Santorini at twilight, a replica 
coin of Alexander, and a copy of an Egyptian wall fragment depicting Alexander as pharaoh. 
With The Lion of Cairo, I added an Afghan salawar (not a replica, but the real thing), a 
watercolor postcard showing a desert oasis, and a David Roberts print (‘Boulak’).  These things 
give me something tangible to focus on, a link to the worlds I write about. 
 
Q: How do you overcome procrastination, self-doubt, etc.?  Does it manifest itself in a 
particular way to you, and are there any specific techniques you employ to encourage, 
inspire, or otherwise fortify yourself against it? 
 
Self-doubt is the howling terror in the night; the Grendel-creature who becomes enraged by the 
sense of creative progress, steals into my subconscious, and tries to slaughter my confidence.  
His favorite tactic is to whisper in my ear that this novel is the one which will prove to the world 
I am nothing but a no-talent hack.  It tells me my characters are ludicrous, my scenes are 
pointless, and my dialogue is riddled with cliché.  Self-doubt tells me to quit and take up a new 
career, something more fitting to my lack of creative acumen.  And some days, to my everlasting 
shame, I listen to Self-doubt; I spiral off into a funk and accomplish nothing, sometimes for days 
on end. 
 
But then, invariably, with my finger hovering over the ‘Delete’ key, I receive a swift kick in the 
subconscious from the opposite of Self-doubt—from that inner voice for which I have no name.  
It is cold, hard, and tells me in no uncertain terms that I must get back to work and ignore the 
creatures clawing at my mind.  Perhaps it is Determination or perhaps it is my guardian Muse.  
Whatever its source, the force and clarity of its presence silences the inner critic and allows me 
to resume the thread of my story. 
 
Between these bouts, I reread Steven Pressfield’s The War of Art or Betsy Lerner’s The Forest 
for the Trees for inspiration, reassurance, and guidance. 



 

 
Q: What advice would you have for a young person who wants to become a writer? 
 
Read, widely and voraciously.  Read everything.  And start looking at what you read objectively: 
why did you like it or dislike it?  What made it memorable for you, or was it memorable at all?  
And after you read, write.  Carry a notebook with you and jot down your thoughts, feelings, 
observations.  Describe what you see outside your window or on your way to school: smells, 
colors, sounds, tastes, textures, use the whole palette of human senses to paint a picture of your 
world, as you see it.  Write what you imagine you see, also.  Give voice to the creatures that 
might be lurking at the back of your mind. 
 
And, when the mood strikes, use all of this to tell a story. 
 
Though times, technologies, and industries change, one thing that is essential to anyone 
contemplating a career as a writer is patience.  Boundless patience.  Bide your time, hone your 
craft, research your opportunities, read, write, then read some more.  Submit your work to 
reputable magazines, publishers, and agents . . . and be patient.  Publishing can move at the 
speed of a tectonic plate, though sometimes earthquakes do occur. 
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