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1


‘LOOK AT HER, huzoor. Touch her.’ The voice was enticing. ‘She is beautiful, is she not? Beautiful and strong. Ride her all day and all night, and she will not protest.’

The double entendre was doubtless deliberate, the speech often rehearsed and just as often used. Muzaffar Jang, whose attention had been wandering, glanced sharply at the speaker. A good head shorter than Muzaffar’s own imposing height, the man made up for it with a magnificent turban, a pristine white silk of no less than ten yards. It blossomed out like the canopy of a stunted and spindly tree above the narrow shoulders and almost skeletal figure of the man. Below that remarkable turban was a face of unusual beauty. Yes, beauty, thought Muzaffar; not a rugged handsomeness, as one might expect in a man. It was a slim face, with a well-trimmed grey beard and moustache. The lips were thin, the eyes hooded but occasionally sparkling with sudden brightness. A serene, tranquil face. The face of a saint and the words of a pimp.

‘You will not see another like her, huzoor,’ the horse trader purred. ‘Why, the atbegi himself – the Master of the Imperial Horses – has bought palfreys from me, and Turcoman horses like this one. If huzoor seeks a horse, there is none more reliable than Shakeel Alam. You may ask anyone.’

Muzaffar looked away, letting his gaze wander across the vast covered stretch of the Imarat-e-Nakhkhas, the building in which Agra’s nakhkhas, the cattle market, was held every morning. He had expected crowds and chaos; the sights and smells of horses, oxen, and camels; the bustle and din of men and animals mingling; but he had not expected it on this scale. The nakhkhas was huge, stretching along the bank of the Yamuna north of the fort. The courtyard, its flagstones already littered with straw, grain and steaming dung – where stable boys had not yet been quick enough to clean up – was a large rectangle, its peripheral walls holding in a constantly shifting mob that haggled and wheedled, laughed and fumed, and occasionally resorted to fisticuffs.

The wall facing the fort was pierced by a massive gate. It was red sandstone like the encircling walls, and devoid of any decoration but for an inconspicuous repetitive pattern of carved lotus buds. Nearest the gate were the sellers of equipment and accessories: the men who had been granted stalls, little rooms built along the inside of the wall. A couple of steps up, and buyers could examine for themselves the feed bags, the saddles, bridles, and the mane coverings known as yalpusts. Some stalls were occupied by the wealthy merchants who dealt in the more luxurious goods, the items reserved for the stables of the Emperor or those of his highest ranking noblemen.

One merchant, a rotund but energetic man in his late forties, was prattling on while his servant exhibited their wares to a trio of noblemen. A caparison embroidered in gold; another of fine brown leather – soft as cotton, said the merchant’s plump fingers as they flitted, curling and uncurling in rapid succession. There were saddlecloths of chintz, quilted and finely embroidered; flocked yalpusts to decorate horses for festivals – or for the supreme honour of carrying an amir to his wedding – and metal rings in the shape of bells, to be attached to fetlocks.

‘Huzoor appears to be more interested in the equipment than in the horses,’ said the horse trader peevishly.

Muzaffar looked at the mare Shakeel Alam was exhibiting with such pride. She was a beauty, muscular yet slender and utterly feminine from the tips of her fine ears down to her tiny hooves. A superb palomino, her golden coat glistening with a coppery sheen that contrasted with the creamy silken mane and tail. Muzaffar reached out a hand and stroked gently down between the large eyes to the tapering muzzle.

‘Can you imagine her in the field, huzoor? Swift, turning with the speed of lightning. An archer could shoot from that back, now here, now there – without missing a shot. And she would be equally fine as the mount of a noble gentleman such as huzoor. I can well imagine her being the mount of a bridegroom, her legs red with henna and her equipment embroidered with gold. Ah, that would be a sight to please any eye.’ The man paused, watching Muzaffar for signs of weakening.

The young amir ran his fingertips down the horse’s sloping shoulders and along her gleaming flanks before asking, ‘How much?’

The merchant smacked his lips. ‘Ah, the love and care I have lavished on this one, huzoor. She has been fed from the day of her birth on nothing but barley, mutton fat, raisins and dates. With my own hands have I covered her with thick felt to sweat out every last pinch of fat –’

‘Muzaffar!’ The name rang out across the interior of the Imarat-e-Nakhkhas, distorted by the many competing sounds: the lowing of cattle, the neighing, the occasional whicker and grunt, the dozens of simultaneous conversations in progress. Muzaffar frowned, puzzled, then turned back to the horse trader. It may well have been another word, not even his name. And even if it had been what he had thought he heard, Muzaffar was not an uncommon name. There were probably a dozen Muzaffars in the marketplace at the very moment. One of the servants patiently displaying caparison after caparison for an indecisive buyer, perhaps. Maybe even one of the stable boys mucking out the Arabian grey’s stall in the next bay. It was a sobering thought.

The horse trader was blabbering on, but Muzaffar whirled around, a smile lighting up his face as the voice – now recognizable and just a few feet away – bellowed his name again. A gorgeously attired figure pushed through the rabble of the nakhkhas, weaving an intricate path between the dung and the straw. The fine woollen choga of the newcomer was a bluish grey, embroidered along the hems in crimson and silver. The boots shone, the turban was a dream in scarlet; and three necklaces of perfectly matched pearls hung down the front of the choga. Even the large muslin handkerchief being hurriedly pulled out of the choga pocket was prettily embroidered.

Akram, thought Muzaffar with a sudden surge of affection, was well capable of asking Iz’rail, the angel of death, to wait while he tried out yet another jewel or straightened his turban.

The man came to a halt amidst an awed silence. He glared briefly at the stable boy who had stopped in the middle of currying the grey Arabian and was staring fixedly. Then, with the handkerchief whipped up suddenly to his nose, the man let out an explosive sneeze. When he had wiped his nose and pitched his handkerchief into the heap of rubbish in the corner of the stall, he looked at Muzaffar with watery red eyes. ‘I’ve been yelling for you for the past five minutes,’ he said hoarsely. ‘What in the name of Allah are you doing in Agra?’
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It took Muzaffar less than a minute to have the horse trader’s assurance that he would be there the next day – and the day after. Muzaffar said that he would be back in a day or two, then moved off, threading his way through the crowds with his friend Akram at his heels.

Beyond the horses were the camels, long-lashed, supercilious animals from the Thatta region of Sind and darker double-humped ones from up north. One of the traders had fitted out his best specimen in a style befitting its value. The camel had been rubbed down with pumice and sesame oil, then given a final scrub with buttermilk; the faint, slightly tart aroma of the buttermilk still hung in the air. The camel’s saddle was of intricately embroidered leather, its edges fringed with heavy tassels. A young amir, goaded on by the shouts of his friends around, was climbing into the camel’s saddle as Muzaffar and Akram squeezed their way past.

‘I hate camels,’ Akram muttered as the camel lurched to its feet, the bells festooned from its girths and breast bands tinkling merrily. ‘They jerk about so dreadfully. I always think I’m going to be sick.’

They passed the cattle pens, each with its own lowing, shifting herd. One trader even had a small herd of prized silver-grey buffaloes, but the farmers milling around merely glanced covetously at the buffaloes and then moved on to the more affordable milch cows, examining the udders, peering into the cows’ eyes, and standing back to look at the animal from a distance. A high-yielding cow, it was widely believed, would be one with a body shaped like a wedge.

Muzaffar and Akram stepped out through the gate and onto the riverbank. Three hours past sunrise, the mist had still not lifted completely. It curled moist tendrils through the trees, obscuring the boundary between river and land, throwing a shifting blanket of white across the blurred outlines of the havelis dotting the shore.

‘Uff,’ Akram said, with a sudden shiver. ‘I’d forgotten it was so cold outside.’ He pulled his choga closer about him and huddled deeper into it. ‘Where’s your horse, Muzaffar?’ His breath floated on the chill morning air in a wisp of white.

From beside the gate, a beggar scuttled forward, one arm withered and the other clutching a chipped earthen bowl. Muzaffar reached into his choga and handed the beggar a daam as he replied to Akram’s question. ‘At a haveli down the river, recovering from a bout of thrush. That’s why I came to the nakhkhas; I need another mount. I had to hire a boat to bring me here.’

The beggar, mumbling blessings on Muzaffar, retreated to his post near the gate, just close enough to the path to draw the attention of passers-by, just far enough to not get trampled underfoot.

‘Thrush?’

‘Yes, a bad case. Hooves gone very black in places, and smelling like death. I couldn’t possibly ride him.’

Akram tut-tutted. ‘Not lame, is he?’

‘No.’ Muzaffar looked at his friend sympathetically as Akram sneezed again. Akram fumbled around in his choga pocket for a fresh handkerchief and muttered, ‘I should be like the Europeans, eh, Muzaffar? Blow one’s nose in a handkerchief, then shove it back into a pocket as a keepsake. I thought I had some spare bits of muslin in here… ah, yes.’ He wiped his nose and threw away the handkerchief.

‘Standing out here in the cold and damp isn’t going to do anything for this cold of yours,’ Muzaffar said. ‘I’d liked to have gone to a qahwa khana for a cup of coffee, but not having a horse is a problem –’

‘I have a spare. I’d brought a groom along to the nakhkhas, just in case I decided to buy a horse. He has a horse you can borrow. It doesn’t look much, but it’s sturdy enough, I daresay.’ Akram paused. ‘But on one condition. We will not go to a qahwa khana. We will not venture anywhere near a qahwa khana. I will not be bullied into having any more of that horrid beverage.’
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‘I’d gone to Ajmer,’ Muzaffar said, swirling the steaming coffee around the earthenware cup. Chowk Akbarabad, Agra’s main market, had its share of eateries and kabab-sellers, but the stench of reused oil wafting from the first such establishment they had entered had sent Akram scurrying out, looking faintly bilious. After that, it had required little persuasion on Muzaffar’s part to steer his friend to a qahwa khana.

Despite the low hum of conversation from the groups of patrons scattered across the hall, Muzaffar guessed the coffee house was not thriving. The plaster was peeling in places; one corner had a large patch of damp, and the mattresses were thin and cold underneath the greying sheets. Muzaffar dug absently with the tip of his dagger at a grimy encrustation of long-ago food along the inside edge of the salver on which the tall, narrow-necked coffee pot stood.

‘My sister, Zeenat Begum, wanted me to accompany her to Ajmer so she could offer prayers at the dargah,’ he said. ‘On the way, she made friends with a young woman from Agra, who was also headed for Ajmer. By then, Zeenat Aapa was longing for some female company. Before I knew it, she’d befriended Shireen and her entourage and made them part of our entourage.’

He grimaced as he examined the greasy black tip of the damascened blade. ‘Anyway, when our pilgrimage to Ajmer was over, Zeenat Aapa insisted that we accompany them back to Agra. She wouldn’t hear of Shireen travelling without a female chaperone.’

Akram raised a curious eyebrow. ‘Shireen, is it?’ he grinned, somewhat lopsidedly. ‘I see.’

‘I’m sure you do,’ Muzaffar’s voice dripped acid. ‘You see things where there is nothing to be seen. But what are you doing in Agra? I thought you had no plans of moving out of Dilli for a while at least.’

The tepid sunlight streaming in through the doorway of the qahwa khana was blocked out momentarily as a small group of men, European mercenaries by the looks of them – and one man in a long robe, his hair cut strangely in a fringe around a perfectly round, bald patch at the crown – stepped in. Akram watched them move to one of the tables at the far end of the room, next to one of the windows that looked out on the bustle of Chowk Akbarabad.

He sighed. ‘I’m here giving Abba company.’

Muzaffar waited.

‘He was ordered by the Diwan-i-kul to accompany him to Agra.’

‘Ah. With a substantial army, I suppose? I noticed much activity off towards Sikandra when I was riding into Agra yesterday. Elephants, horses, much dust and noise. I didn’t stop to find out what it was all about.’ Muzaffar sipped his coffee. ‘The Diwan-i-kul, eh? His arrival in Agra has nothing to do with the mess down in Bijapur, has it?’

Akram nodded sombrely. ‘It does. He’s headed for Aurangabad, to join up with the armies of the Shahzada Aurangzeb.’

Muzaffar frowned, suddenly filled with a sense of foreboding. It had been less than six months since the arrival in the court at Dilli of the cunning Mir Jumla, the former wazir of the peninsular kingdom of Golconda, fabled land of diamonds and wealth untold. The tales whispered about Mir Jumla were legion: that he had cast a spell on the Shahzada Aurangzeb, who danced like a willing puppet to Mir Jumla’s every command; that he had presented cartloads of diamonds, rubies and pearls to each of the Baadshah’s most influential noblemen and Allah alone knew how much to the Emperor himself; and that he had actually succeeded in seducing the mother of the king of Golconda.

All bazaar gossip, of course, but there was perhaps a grain of truth hidden deep in it. Zeenat Begum’s husband and Muzaffar’s brother-in-law, Farid Khan, the kotwal of Dilli and a man not inclined to exaggerate or gossip – had shared with Muzaffar some of what he had learned through his connections at court.

Mir Jumla was originally from the city of Isfahan in Persia. Born Mohammad Sayyid, he was from a Sayyid family, respected only for its supposed descent from the Prophet; the head of the house, Mir Jumla’s father, had been an oil merchant of little consequence. Mir Jumla, however, was a different kettle of fish, ruthlessly ambitious and ready to use intrigue and bribery to earn him both wealth and power.

Mir Jumla’s ambitions had resulted in his gaining employment as the clerk of a diamond merchant, and eventually arriving in India at the entrepôt of the diamond trade: Golconda. Gifts left, right and centre, accompanied by much flattery – and perhaps even some of that seduction which people hinted at – had made Mir Jumla the wazir, the chief minister of Abdullah Qutb Shah, the king of Golconda. Mir Jumla hadn’t stopped at that; his ambitions were higher and his nest far from adequately feathered. He spent his time at Golconda farming out diamond mines, gathering in gems by the sackful – and finally attracting the attention of his boss Abdullah Qutb Shah, who had realized all too late that he was being hoodwinked. Secret plans were hatched to get rid of the corrupt wazir; but Mir Jumla, a step ahead of his sovereign, had wriggled free and opened negotiations both with the Sultan of the neighbouring state of Bijapur, and with the prince Aurangzeb, Mughal governor of the Deccan.

In Shahzada Aurangzeb, Mir Jumla appeared to have found the ultimate champion, though Farid Khan, in his recounting of Mir Jumla’s past to Muzaffar, had a cynical comment to make: ‘No doubt the shahzada has his own axe to grind. The Baadshah lacks the will or the power to hang on to the throne much longer. And Dara Shukoh, no matter if he is the proclaimed heir, does not have the military experience to be able to withstand an attack if Aurangzeb decides he wants the throne for himself – which I am convinced he does. The more powerful friends Aurangzeb makes, the more he strengthens his own hand.’

And so, supported by a commendatory letter from Aurangzeb, Mir Jumla had been appointed a Mughal mansabdar or ‘holder of rank’ – and awarded an army of five thousand horsemen of his own. With Aurangzeb, he had gone off to plunder Golconda, and had withdrawn only after the Emperor Shahjahan, bribed by the Qutb Shah, had ordered the two Mughal commanders to accept the indemnity offered by Golconda.

Six months later, in July of what was, to the Europeans, 1656 AD, Mir Jumla had presented himself in the court at Dilli. It had been a typical Dilli summer: blisteringly hot, the sun blazing down mercilessly, reducing the Yamuna to a trickle and leaving man and beast yearning for the monsoon. But Mir Jumla, bowing and scraping and mouthing insincere words of endless fidelity to the Baadshah, had brought relief at least to the Emperor, if to no one else. He had presented his liege lord with a diamond of almost unbelievable beauty and size, along with a mouth-watering array of lesser diamonds, rubies and topazes. The Baadshah had summarily bestowed the title of Muazzam Khan on Mir Jumla and had appointed him the Prime Minister, the Diwan-i-kul. And Mir Jumla had reciprocated by suggesting to the Emperor that instead of distant Kandahar – which the Baadshah had been considering invading – Bijapur, closer home and by far the wealthier, would be a more lucrative target for a military expedition.

The king of Bijapur, ailing for months now, had died in November, and word had soon spread that the new Sultan, the late king’s eighteen-year-old son, had no right to the throne. A bastard, an illegitimate upstart whom no self-respecting kingdom should accept as ruler, said many. Among those who had refused to acknowledge the new Sultan was Aurangzeb. A letter had arrived in Dilli from Aurangzeb to the Baadshah shortly after, and the Emperor’s response had been to give carte blanche to his son and his Diwan-i-kul: Deal as you feel fit with the situation.

And this was how they were dealing with it. Muzaffar sighed.

‘So they’re off to plunder Bijapur now? And how do they know it won’t be a repeat of Golconda? What if Bijapur also bribes Dara Shukoh and sends the Baadshah piles of diamonds, begging for mercy? To be pulled off from yet another invasion will do no good to the prestige of either the Shahzada or the Diwan-i-kul.’ His voice rose in agitation.

Akram held up a hand, gesturing to quieten Muzaffar. Two men sitting on a mattress nearby were staring, curious.

Muzaffar shrugged. ‘Ah, well. Perhaps some good will come of it. Who knows?’ He lifted the edge of the mattress, wiped the dirty blade of his knife surreptitiously on the underside, and replaced the knife in his boot. ‘Don’t tell me the Diwan-i-kul has ordered Abdul Munim Khan Sahib to accompany him to Aurangabad.’

Akram shook his head at the mention of his father, a venerable old amir. ‘No, of course not. Abba has never been any good as a soldier; he’d be a liability on the field, and he knows it. So does the Diwan-i-kul. No, he’s just got Abba to come up to Agra with him, because he wants to meet Mumtaz Hassan Khan.’ Akram noticed the blank look on his friend’s face and grinned. ‘You have no idea whom I’m talking about, do you?’ He paused, waiting for Muzaffar to say something, then carried on.

‘Mumtaz Hassan Khan is an amir who came to Agra from Bijapur years ago. His fortune was made in precious stones; primarily diamonds, but just about everything else too. He’s well-respected, extremely wealthy, and – as luck would have it – married to Abba’s half-sister. My uncle, so to say.’

Akram sniffled and peered into his cup. ‘In the few months the Diwan-i-kul has spent in Dilli, he hasn’t lost his touch,’ Akram said in a voice so low that Muzaffar had to lean forward to listen. ‘He appears to regard bribery as the most dependable means of conquest. They say he’s had it already put about in the armies of Bijapur that any officer who defects, along with a hundred men, will be given two thousand rupees. Underhand, but that’s the way he works. And he thinks Mumtaz Hassan Khan will be able to help him.’

‘Why?’

‘Because Hassan Sahib is still well liked and respected in Bijapur. He has contacts, and people will listen to him. Many of the wealthiest and most influential men of Bijapur – the diamond traders, the ministers, the big landowners – will pay heed if my uncle suggests that it would be a good idea to throw in their lot with the armies of the Shahzada and the Diwan-i-kul. Not all of them will agree, but the Diwan-i-kul seems to think most will. Enough, at any rate, to tilt the balance.’

‘So what is he planning to do? Take your uncle along with him to Aurangabad and then to Bijapur?’

Akram shrugged expressively. ‘I suppose so; Abba hasn’t thought it fit to take me that far into his confidence. I’d think the Diwan-i-kul might need to exert himself a bit to first bring my uncle around to his way of thinking. They’ve known each other a long time – I’d even say they were more friends than mere acquaintances. And Mumtaz Hassan is loyal enough to the Baadshah. But I’m not sure he’d be willing to stoop to bribery of the sort Mir Jumla wants to incite him to.’ He tipped back the cup, then put it down and regarded the dregs glumly before looking up at Muzaffar pleadingly. ‘Do visit us at the haveli, Muzaffar. I’m bored to death. The Diwan-i-kul, Abba and Mumtaz Hassan are closeted in the dalaan all day long, and the only other people in the haveli are the servants or the women in the zenana.’

Muzaffar allowed a half-smile of sympathy to flicker across his face. ‘So how do you spend your time?’

‘Going to the nakhkhas and trying out different mounts. Wandering around Kinari Bazaar. Touring the sites and gawping appreciatively at everything I see, just so I don’t look out of place.’

This time, Muzaffar grinned broadly. ‘And what, may I ask, have you been gawping at, that wasn’t worthy of your admiration?’

Akram’s eyes twinkled. ‘Nothing, I suppose. I went to Sikandra, to Bihishtabad. And through the gardens on the east bank of the river. I even went to the tomb of Itimad-ud-Daulah. Abba had known the man years ago, when he wielded a lot of power.’

Muzaffar nodded absently. Itimad-ud-Daulah, ‘Pillar of the State’ – for that was what the title meant – had not been merely a powerful nobleman, but had also eventually been successful in building a connection, by marriage, with the Emperor himself. Itimad-ud-Daulah’s accomplished and beautiful daughter Mehrunissa had married Shahjahan’s late father, the Emperor Jahangir; and had, in one fell swoop, not just made herself the most influential woman in the empire, but had also cleared the path for her family. Jahangir had bestowed on her the title Nur Mahal – Light of the Palace – and had later elevated her even further, by naming her Nur Jahan, Light of the World. Nur Jahan’s niece, Itimad-ud-Daulah’s granddaughter by his son, had been born Arjumand Bano Begum, but had, after her marriage to Shahjahan, become known as Mumtaz Mahal. The lady for whom a grieving husband, an unwarrantedly extravagant emperor and an unabashed aesthete, had built the most magnificent tomb in Agra – perhaps in all the world.

‘Have you been to the Taj Mahal?’ Muzaffar asked.

‘Of course I have. I’m nothing if not fashionable, Muzaffar, you know that. And going to the Taj Mahal is extremely fashionable. Have you been?’

‘Not since it was in the process of being built.’ Muzaffar’s mouth curled in a half-humorous, half-regretful smile. ‘It’s strange, you know; I have so much in common with Gauhar Ara Begum. We were both born in the same year, and we both lost our mothers soon after. Ammi’s grave is of course a paltry one compared to the Empress’s…’ His voice petered out. Akram looked on silently. After a moment, Muzaffar continued. ‘Zeenat Aapa and Khan Sahib brought me up, but Khan Sahib was constantly on the move: this year Lahore, the next Gwalior; then in the Deccan, and then off to Kashmir. When I look back at my childhood, it seems a whirlwind of long caravan trails, and of tented camps and Khan Sahib imparting lessons to me on horseback.’

‘And you acquiring a menagerie of small pets,’ added Akram with amusement as he recalled a long-ago confession of his friend’s.

‘That too.’ Muzaffar gulped down the last of his now tepid coffee. ‘And we seemed to be in Agra only now and then – on our way from one outpost to another. I saw the Taj Mahal rise, but in occasional glimpses. One year we passed through Agra, and they were excavating the land for the foundations and carrying away cartloads of earth. There was a yawning maw alongside the river, where they were digging deep shafts and sinking boxes of wood. Zeenat Aapa forbade me to go anywhere near the site; she was terrified I’d fall in.’

‘I saw the rauza – the cenotaph itself, not the mosque or the other subsidiary buildings that surround it – when it was all brick. They didn’t put in the white marble cladding till later, and frankly, I couldn’t imagine then what it would look like. Somehow, that vast building all in brick didn’t inspire any admiration in me.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘Then one year they were building the mosque. There was that Persian calligrapher, Amanat Khan, creating his paper prototypes for the verses that were going to be inscribed all across.’ His eyes brightened perceptibly as a thought struck him. ‘What I liked best was when Khan Sahib took me to see the stone cutters at work. I’d seen tulips and daffodils in Kashmir, but never in Agra – and these men were creating them, slicing the gemstones and carving the marble, inlaying flowers. I’d never seen anything like it before. I still haven’t.’

‘You must see the finished work for yourself,’ Akram said fervently. ‘It’s spectacular. And you must meet my uncle, Mumtaz Hassan. He was one of the purveyors for the gemstones used at the Taj Mahal. I’m sure he’ll have some interesting stories to tell.’
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ABBAS QURESHI, THE uncle of the young lady whom Muzaffar had found himself escorting to Ajmer, was a minor amir with a haveli tucked away on the western bank of the Yamuna. All the powerful noblemen, the mansabdars with their huge endowments, their vast households and dozens of servants, had their havelis – each competing with the next for grandeur – along the western bank, between the fort and the luminous Taj Mahal. The Taj Mahal, also known as the Taj Bibi, had itself been built on land acquired from a nobleman, the Raja of Amber. The raja had been amply compensated for his bequest; he had received not one, but four separate stretches of land in return.

The chances of anybody ever requesting Abbas Qureshi for any of his land were slim. His haveli was a modest one, the white marble cladding of the dalaan its only attempt at ostentation. The rest of the mansion was affordable brick, plastered over and polished. It was a neat house, clean and airy, and with a small khanah bagh – a private garden – where the women and children could come out for a breath of fresh air. In the dead of winter, with a chill breeze blowing in from across the river, the inhabitants of the zenana remained indoors, huddled under their light quilts and wrapped in their fine shawls. Zeenat Begum, Muzaffar’s elder sister and adoptive mother, had taken advantage of the emptiness of the khanah bagh. A tersely worded note had been presented to Muzaffar by one of the eunuchs from the zenana. Muzaffar was to present himself at the khanah bagh an hour after lunch.

Zeenat was already seated on the single stone bench when Muzaffar entered the garden. Her eyes lit up when she saw him, and she rose to her feet, gathering her shawls about her. Her thin face, with wisps of grey hair escaping from below the dupatta covering her head, was still attractive. The smile as she came towards Muzaffar and reached out to take his hand made it more so. ‘Thank you for coming,’ she said, moving back to the bench, with Muzaffar following in her wake. ‘I’d wondered if you’d come.’

‘You didn’t give me much choice, Aapa,’ Muzaffar said, with an affectionate grin. ‘That note told me to come; you didn’t say I was allowed to refuse.’ He lowered himself beside her onto the bench, careful not to step on the silken skirt of her flowing ankle-length jagulfi, its fitted sleeves and fine bodice hidden beneath a flowing qaba, a long gown of pashmina.

‘Have you bought yourself a new horse, as you said you would?’ she asked as she stroked the qaba down with long, slender fingers, luxuriating in the feel of the soft wool.

Muzaffar told her of the unexpected meeting with Akram. ‘I thought I’d return to the nakhkhas tomorrow, perhaps,’ he explained. ‘But at lunch today, Qureshi Sahib was strangely magnanimous. He insisted that while I am in Agra, and until my horse is well enough, I must use one of his own horses.’

Zeenat Begum raised a shapely eyebrow. ‘I shudder to think what the stables of this haveli are like,’ she murmured. ‘Or the horses in them. I suppose you were given a choice between a newly foaled mare and one with colic or rain scald or some such affliction?’

Muzaffar chuckled. ‘On the contrary. Qureshi Sahib himself presented the horse he had chosen for me. It’s a gelding, a lovely black creature, better than my own stallion.’

‘And you accepted?’

‘It would have been churlish to refuse; he was very insistent. But it will only be for a few days, I think. I had a look at my own horse after Qureshi Sahib had gone. It’s improved vastly. The keeper said he had the hoof and the frog cleaned out; he showed it to me – the blackness has diminished and that appalling stench is gone. There’s clean hay, the floor of the stall is good, packed earth, and they’re even feeding the animal cooked legumes. I was a little taken aback,’ he admitted. ‘In a household that is so obviously derelict, to have such care lavished on a near stranger’s horse?’

Zeenat Begum bent, a slim hand reaching to pick up a long-dead peepal leaf, the green decayed and disintegrated sometime in the wetter months of the year. All that was left now was the silvery, filigree-like tracery of the leaf’s veins, as perfectly symmetrical as the dome of the Taj Mahal itself. Zeenat gently stroked a fingertip along the stem of the leaf, up past its swelling waist and to the tapering tip. ‘It appears to me that Qureshi Sahib is trying his hardest to ingratiate himself with you.’

‘With me? What on earth can he hope to gain by that?’

‘The mahal sara is a tedious place,’ Zeenat murmured, and Muzaffar blinked, mystified. ‘Qureshi Sahib’s three wives are empty-headed, shallow, selfish women, with no desire to further any interests but their own. Their daughters are as vacuous and dull as them, incapable of thinking of anything except clothes and jewellery and how they may marry a wealthy man someday. There are eight of them, did you know? The youngest is a toddler, but the five eldest are all in their teens.’ Zeenat twirled the peepal leaf, watching absently as it spun, delicate as a spider’s web. ‘Shireen does not fit here. She is miserable, and they tolerate her presence simply because she happens to be Qureshi Sahib’s niece.’

Muzaffar frowned. ‘What does that have to do with Qureshi Sahib’s unwonted benevolence towards me?’

‘Do you really not see? Qureshi Sahib has eight daughters to marry off. He has little wealth of his own, and no position to speak of. If his daughters are to make good marriages, he will have to be not just vigilant but also perhaps a little wily. Now if he can ensure a handsome and reasonably wealthy young amir – and that too from Dilli – is obliged to him, it just might be possible to get one of the girls hitched to that young man.’ She smiled deliberately at Muzaffar. ‘You’re a good catch, little brother,’ she whispered.

Muzaffar gaped at her, stricken. ‘I have no desire whatsoever to be married to any of Qureshi Sahib’s witless daughters,’ he replied.

‘I thought as much.’ She gave the dried leaf one last twirl, then dropped it into his lap. ‘But what about Shireen?’
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Muzaffar, dressing with exceptional care for dinner that evening, mulled over Zeenat’s question. He had not expected it, and had not known – did not know, even a few hours later – what to say. He had been spared the necessity of replying to Zeenat by the fortuitous arrival of a deferential eunuch, stepping into the khanah bagh with a discreet cough to address Muzaffar. A messenger, it transpired, had come from the haveli of Mumtaz Hassan Khan Sahib with a note for huzoor. Khan Sahib had requested a reply, to be sent back with the man.

Muzaffar had taken hurried leave of his sister, with a vague hint at resuming their conversation later. Zeenat Begum had given him an enigmatic smile and had nodded wordlessly.

The note from Mumtaz Hassan Khan was courteous but to the point. Mumtaz Hassan’s nephew, Akram Khan, who was (as Jang Sahib already knew) residing temporarily in Mumtaz Hassan’s haveli, had informed the writer of Jang Sahib’s presence in Agra. Abdul Munim Khan, Akram Khan, and the writer himself were eager to meet Jang Sahib. It would be a privilege for them if Jang Sahib were to partake of the evening meal that night with them. If Jang Sahib would consent, an escort would be sent to guide him to Mumtaz Hassan’s haveli.

A comparatively informal postscript had been added at the end in a handwriting that Muzaffar recognized as his friend’s.

Has Qureshi had the decency to lend you a nag? If you’re still without a mount, let me know. My uncle has offered to let you have a horse. Whoever comes to fetch you this evening will bring it along.

Muzaffar, with a muttered instruction to Mumtaz Hassan’s servant to wait for the reply, had made his way to his chamber. A reply, suitably grateful but not obsequious, had been quickly penned, along with an assurance that Muzaffar had indeed been lent a horse. The messenger had gone off and Muzaffar had retired to his chamber to think over the question Zeenat had so nonchalantly tossed at him.

Now, as he tucked the end of his turban in and pinned a turra – an enamelled aigrette, set with emeralds – on the side of the turban, his mouth was set in a grim line. No, he thought; he could not imagine being married to Shireen.

True, in the few days he had spent travelling alongside her, he had noticed things about her that had intrigued him. She remained veiled, like a well brought-up young lady of the upper classes; but she was not averse to pulling that veil across and peeking out now and then. Both literally and metaphorically speaking. He had seen her ride a horse with skill; effortlessly break up a fight between maids at a sarai; and attend to his sister when the older woman was weary from a long day of sitting in a jolting, swaying palanquin. He had seen Shireen’s face, oval and striking, framed in the dupatta she had allowed the wind to whip back. He had been impressed by the quiet confidence in her expression, the intelligence in those beautiful brown eyes.

But he could guess what lay beneath. Shireen may be different, but how different could she be, after all? On closer acquaintance, she would be like any other woman. Fickle.
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Mumtaz Hassan Khan’s haveli stood along the riverside, ringed by a wall, an orchard abutting it on one side, a garden – now barren and dead in the winter – on the other. There were an inordinate number of soldiers milling around, men in heavy leather tunics, the officers in more durable mail, armed with lances and swords. A dozen or so soldiers were ranged on either side of the drum house, weapons at the ready. A small group of archers had taken over the drum house, having evicted the musicians who would normally have been seated in the balcony. The musicians now sat, along with their pipes and kettle drums, in a cold and unhappy huddle at the base of the building. One of them was trying to kindle a fire on a heap of twigs.

Muzaffar dismounted as a servant came forward to lead his horse away. His escort was exchanging a few words in a low voice with a grizzled officer who had emerged from the drum house. The officer, his mail shining, glanced towards Muzaffar, gazing at the nobleman in the yellow light of the torches fitted into sconces in the façade of the drum house. The officer’s eyes sized up the newcomer and found him adequate. He nodded, gesturing to the two men through the drum house.

It was a standard drum house, a four-sided, double-storeyed building. The ground floor consisted of a large gate, with a steep narrow staircase built into one of its thick walls. A plain dado of red sandstone covered the bottom half of the walls; above it, on the polished white lime plaster, were paintings of trees laden with fruit, tiny wisps of cloud curling about the canopies of the trees. Two soldiers, wrapped in blankets, were sleeping, snoring in different keys, on the low platforms along the inner wall of the gate.

Muzaffar and his escort stepped through the gateway and out of the drum house. Muzaffar shivered. The short stretch of paved path till the main entrance of the haveli was flanked on either side by a grove of mango trees, now enshrouded in a clammy grey mist. Torches had been inserted into stone rings set on either side of the path, but the mist had swallowed them up too, reducing them to formless spots of light that did little to pierce the gathering gloom.

A dark figure emerged from the bulk of the house and paused briefly in the arched doorway, silhouetted against the warm glow of torches inside the house. An arm held aside the heavy padded curtain that hung from iron rings along the bottom of the overhang. The figure stood still for a moment before the man stepped out, letting the curtain fall back into place behind him.

‘Haider Miyan,’ called the man walking beside Muzaffar. ‘Jang Sahib is here. Will you bring a torch, please? The mist is getting worse.’ The man in front of the doorway reached up to pull out a torch from one of the sconces beside the door.

It was a middle-aged man, saw Muzaffar, lean and with a prematurely greying beard. Reaching them, he held up the torch and scrutinized Muzaffar keenly. ‘I am Haider, huzoor,’ he said. ‘The steward of this haveli. I beg your pardon for the inconvenience –’. He wagged his chin in the approximate direction of the drum house beyond. ‘The soldiers are a necessary evil,’ he added with distaste.

‘They are here for the protection of the Diwan-i-kul, I suppose.’

‘Yes, huzoor,’ Haider replied as he led the way up to the entrance of the haveli. The other man fell back, slowing down to allow Muzaffar and the steward to proceed. ‘But the Diwan-i-kul has been gracious enough to give orders that none of the soldiers be allowed into the haveli itself.’

Muzaffar glanced about him, at the orchard of mango trees, their canopies shutting out the moonlight, the swirling mist obscuring the trunks. Somewhere, not too far away, he could hear the baleful hooting of an owl, and from the drum house behind him, the muted sounds of conversation. ‘None even within the grounds?’

‘None, huzoor. They patrol the outer walls. The Diwan-i-kul said he did not want his privacy shattered.’

They had reached the doorway, a broad cusped arch, flanked on both sides by a row of identical arches, marching away into the mist. The steward climbed the six steps to the doorway and held the curtain aside for Muzaffar to pass inside.

Muzaffar’s eyes widened as he looked about him. Akram had told him of Mumtaz Hassan Khan’s wealth, but even Muzaffar had not expected splendour on a scale such as this. There were prosperous omrah in Dilli who had sumptuous havelis, their dalaans gorgeously decorated with carved and painted panels, some – like Muzaffar himself – even going to the expense of getting a strip of inlay added. There was one man, an erstwhile Persian adventurer and now a trader in musk and silver, who had got the ceiling of his dalaan covered in intricate mirrorwork and silver. It was an unabashed imitation of the Sheesh Mahal at the Qila Mubarak in Dilli, and had resulted in a marked increase in the number of guests who attended the orgies the man was so fond of hosting. Looking up and seeing themselves reflected a thousand times seemed to gratify an astonishing number of people, thought Muzaffar.

But Mumtaz Hassan outdid them all. The floor of the room was of a warm golden stone from Jaisalmer. The dadoes of the walls were white marble, inlaid with a geometric pattern in black slate and more of the Jaisalmer stone. Above that, the plastered wall curved up into a vaulted ceiling, painted in curlicues and flowers in red, gold and a dull green.

And this was just the entrance to the house. Muzaffar drew in a deep breath and followed Haider into the heart of the haveli.

Each successive room was equally magnificent, even oppressively so. The dalaan into which Muzaffar was finally shown was painted and inlaid in shades of muted red and blue, with a rich Persian carpet in the centre and urns of blue-painted Chinese porcelain on either side of the arched doorway. Haider fussed over Muzaffar, seating him on the thick mattress along the right wall and pulling the brocaded bolsters closer. He carefully moved a large vase of fullblown white chrysanthemums off to one side as a servant entered, bearing a salver with cups of Chinese porcelain, a small bowl of sugar, and an ornate silver pitcher. On the servant’s heels, bustling in importantly, came Akram. ‘Ah, you’re here. Had a good ride? Is Qureshi’s horse sound?’

The servant placed the salver where the vase had been standing, and then left the room, followed by the steward.

Akram seated himself next to Muzaffar, arranging the skirts of his heavy brown choga about him. ‘I told them you liked coffee,’ he continued when he had settled down. He leaned forward and lifted the pitcher from the salver, carefully pouring a cup of coffee for Muzaffar before handing it over and sitting back against a bolster. His lips curved into a teasing grin. ‘So? All well? How is the lady, Shireen – I assume you will allow me to call her that? Only as a brother of sorts, I hasten to add; as the friend of the man who –’

‘Shut up, Akram.’ The words were clipped, Muzaffar’s voice low and brimming with anger.

Akram regarded Muzaffar watchfully for a few moments, waiting for an explanation for his friend’s unwarranted bluntness. When Muzaffar continued to sip absently at his coffee without another word, Akram said cautiously, ‘Abba is waiting to meet you. And my cousin Basheer is with him. Mumtaz Hassan Khan’s son. Perhaps once you’ve had your coffee, I can let them know you’re here.’

Muzaffar nodded, and with a forced smile, launched into a discussion of Mumtaz Hassan’s haveli. It was a safe, innocuous topic, but ended up petering out into a long, uncomfortable silence. After Muzaffar had finally tilted the cup and drunk down the last swallow of still-hot coffee, he put the cup back on the salver and looked up at Akram to find his own tension mirrored in the other man’s face.

‘More coffee?’

‘No, I think not. It keeps me awake late into the night if I drink more than a cup.’

‘Shall I fetch Abba and Basheer, then?’

‘Please. I shall be honoured.’

Akram departed from the dalaan with unseemly haste and a sigh, almost of relief. Muzaffar gazed at the silver pitcher of coffee, mentally chastising himself for his rudeness. Akram’s remark had been undoubtedly light-hearted and harmless: a mere jest. Coming just a few hours after Zeenat Begum’s startling question, however, it had touched on a raw nerve. Still, it had not been fair to have snubbed his friend so brutally. Muzaffar sat back, leaning his head against the quilted curtain behind him. Later in the evening, he would make it a point to draw Akram aside and apologize for his conduct.

‘Take care! I’m depending on you! If you mess this up – you know!’

The words came out of the blue, the muffling mist doing little to disguise the viciousness in the voice. Muzaffar, snapping out of his reverie, straightened immediately, his eyes instinctively searching the room. It was pointless, of course; the dalaan was too small and too well illuminated for anybody to be hiding in it. He glanced towards the doorway. Another whisper, in that same impatient voice, made him turn and look suspiciously at the quilted curtain behind him.

Where a curtain hung, there would be a window – a panel of stone filigree. He had felt the carving, a solid net of worked stone, probably marble, behind his head when he had leaned back. The voice had come from somewhere beyond that window. Muzaffar bent closer to the padded chintz of the curtain and listened, but all he could hear now was an indistinct mumble.

Muzaffar looked swiftly back over his shoulder, his gaze sweeping across the room. The niches in the walls held lamps; an ornate faanoos, a candlestand shimmering with the light of dozens of candles, stood on one side. There was too much light in the room. If he lifted even a corner of the curtain, the light would shine out. Muzaffar twisted to one side, pulling the skirt of his choga up over his head as he bent towards the lower left corner of the window. He draped the thick wool of his choga over the edge of the curtain, then lifted both over his head.

The mist was too thick and clammy to allow him to see anything; it obliterated everything beyond the lattice of the window. But he could hear the low murmur of conversation, just a little bit better now.

‘The third window from the burj overlooking the river. Don’t forget.’

‘You can depend on me, huzoor.’ The other voice was a deeper, heavier one, somewhat nasal. It sounded as if the speaker had a cold, and a bad one at that.

From beyond the doorway of the dalaan, Muzaffar heard the sounds of people approaching. Boot heels clicked and thumped on stone floors; there was the swish of chogas and the sound of laughter as someone made a joke. He whipped his head out from under the curtain and his own choga, just in time to hear one last sentence: ‘And don’t leave the note behind, whatever you do!’

Muzaffar had his choga in place and was sitting upright and formal, the very picture of decorum, when three men trooped into the dalaan. Akram’s father, Abdul Munim Khan, was as deceptively frail as ever, the thick veins standing out on his hands, his beard nearly white. Akram, looking a little subdued in the presence of his father, preceded him. Behind the two of them was a portly young man dressed in a startlingly bright green choga. His eyes were close set and bulged slightly in an aquiline face, strangely incongruous with the girth of the body below.

Abdul Munim Khan was genteel and gracious. ‘We met the last time – and the first, if I remember correctly – last year, when the Emperor was travelling. It has been a while since then. So much has changed.’ He shook his head in a gesture that Muzaffar found hard to interpret – resignation? Sorrow? Cynicism? Or pure weariness? Whatever it was, it didn’t indicate joy. Akram’s father placed a paternal hand on Muzaffar’s broad shoulder. ‘My brother-in-law would like to meet you. He is on his own at the moment; the Diwan-i-kul has retired to his chambers… would you?’ His voice trailed off as his eyes, still keen, looked up into Muzaffar’s. Muzaffar nodded.

The plump young man, who had stood beside the doorway through the course of the short conversation, turned and stepped out into the corridor. Muzaffar gestured, head bowing briefly in respect, to let Abdul Munim Khan precede him. Akram, falling into step with Muzaffar, directed a shrewd glance at his friend. ‘What were you up to? Listening at the window, if I’m not mistaken? Something suspicious?’

His voice was a mere murmur, and Muzaffar replied in an equally low tone. ‘Nothing that concerns me, I think.’
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From the momentous day when he had first made the acquaintance of Akram, Muzaffar had known the young amir to be fastidiously fashionable. Akram’s attire was always impeccable, always rich and never either too opulent nor, at the same time, too understated to be inconspicuous. His friend had, if nothing else, the knack of treading the line between fashion and ostentation with an enviable panache.

Watching Akram’s half-uncle from beneath hooded eyelids, Muzaffar decided that Mumtaz Hassan Khan, at least, did not share that knack. As Akram had already given Muzaffar to understand, Mumtaz Hassan was a very wealthy man. Muzaffar, cringing inwardly, realized that the man had also no compunctions about showing off that wealth. The dalaan in which he received Muzaffar outdid all the other rooms Muzaffar had seen in the haveli. A ceiling of silver and mirrors shimmered above a floor and walls of white marble inlaid with lapis, turquoise and jasper. The mattress on which Muzaffar had been invited to sit was the thickest he had ever seen, and the fat bolster against which he leaned self-consciously was of crimson velvet embroidered in gold thread. There was too much glitter here, thought Muzaffar; and in his experience, a profusion of glitter meant there was dross beneath, not gold.

A servant quietly put down a goblet of sherbet beside Muzaffar, while another placed a silver salver of samosas, fried pastries filled with spiced meat, between the men. Other servants followed, laying out an array of snacks: bowls of pistachios, almonds and walnuts; a tray of apples; imartis so syrupy they disguised the earthy flavour of the ground lentils of which they had been prepared. Muzaffar preferred his lentils savoury. He helped himself to a scant spoonful of dalmoth, the spiced roasted lentils for which Agra was famous.

‘Jang Sahib,’ said Mumtaz Hassan as he leaned forward, holding out a platter of balushahis toward Muzaffar. ‘Surely you shall have a balushahi?’ He winked and inclined his head slightly towards the sweets. ‘Gold leaf, as you can see,’ he murmured as, with a dramatic flourish, he moved the platter closer to one of the lamps. The heap of deep-fried sweets, rich and flaky with ghee and sugar, caught the light and gleamed golden. Muzaffar, watching his host, looked up to see the gold reflected in Mumtaz Hassan’s eyes. They were close-set, a rich beautiful amber brown in colour. His eyebrows curved sharply above his eyes, sweeping down at an angle that gave Mumtaz Hassan a look of almost permanent surprise.

‘No, thank you,’ Muzaffar said. ‘Later, perhaps.’

Mumtaz Hassan grinned in response and placed the platter on the thick Persian carpet. ‘Do not pass them by, Jang Sahib,’ he said. ‘Not everybody is privileged enough to be offered such sweets. Basheer here –’ he indicated the plump young man in green, whom Muzaffar had since been informed was Mumtaz Hassan’s eldest son, Basheeruddin – ‘is inordinately fond of them. Should you not have at least one, you may not find any at the end of the evening.’ Mumtaz Hassan’s full lips, set in a weathered but still handsome face, twisted in a contemptuous sneer. In the awkward silence that followed, Muzaffar glanced towards Basheer and their eyes met. There was embarrassment in Basheer’s, as one would expect, along with suppressed fury.

‘Akram told me that you were one of the purveyors when the Taj Mahal was being built,’ Muzaffar said, turning back to Mumtaz Hassan. ‘You must certainly have some interesting tales to recount of those times. I myself was too young to remember very much. And in any case, we spent little time in Agra. But I would give much to hear your recollections of its building.’

‘Would you indeed?’ Mumtaz Hassan swirled the reddish-gold contents of his goblet, looking intently at the sherbet before taking a long sip of it. ‘I thought your generation was hardly interested in what has gone before. Eating, drinking, spending money on transitory pleasures –.’ His gaze had once again moved deliberately towards his son, and he broke off as he realized, perhaps, that Muzaffar might be offended. ‘But I can see you are not one of those, Jang Sahib.

‘Those were interesting times, as you so rightly say. Hectic, too. I wasn’t here all through, you know; being a purveyor of gems for the Taj Mahal meant a lot of travelling, many negotiations and much work. I spent very little time in Agra: a month here, a fortnight there. Less than six months, I think, all told. But yes, we had some adventures.’ He raised his goblet so that it caught the light, and carefully holding the stem between his index finger and his thumb, turned it around, silently admiring the finely carved relief of lilies along the rim.

Around him, the room gradually fell silent. The steward, with a last whispered instruction to the servants, withdrew; the perfunctory conversation between Akram and Basheer petered out; even Basheer’s chomping of the much-loved balushahis died out.

A stray moth fluttered drunkenly across the room and into one of the lamps, expiring with a barely audible hiss. One of the servants moved soundlessly forward to remove the lamp, and Akram broke the silence by sneezing. Mumtaz Hassan blinked, regarded his nephew with disgust, and turned back to Muzaffar with a bright smile.

‘You see this goblet, Jang Sahib? This is from then. Of course, there is no rock crystal at the Taj Mahal – or none that I supplied’ – Muzaffar caught a whiff of pomposity in the words and felt a welling of anger at the man’s egotism – ‘but this piece I obtained around that time. I had gone to the Kokcha River Valley in Badakhshan to purchase lapis lazuli… the best lapis is mined there, you know: a deep inky blue, so intense it draws you in. And it’s flecked with gold. Like golden stars in a midnight sky.’ His eyes flickered bright and dreamy, and in that moment Muzaffar glimpsed another side of the conceited and wealthy amir: an enthusiast whose love for the merchandise he dealt in was profound enough to border on reverence.

‘Have you been to Badakhshan?’

Muzaffar shook his head. ‘No. I have never been north of Kabul.’

‘A mere three months from Dilli,’ Mumtaz Hassan said, as if Kabul’s relative proximity to Dilli was its downfall. ‘And nothing to write home about, either. I hate Kabul. The place to see is Badakhshan.’ He reached out to pick up an apple from the tray. He polished it briskly on his thigh. ‘It’s a beautiful country. Rugged and bitterly cold most of the year, and with almost no vegetation to speak of – but beautiful. There is exquisiteness in the myriad shades of blue all around: the river, the sky, and the lapis, of course. Not that you’ll see that beside the river. For the stone, you’ll have to first climb up a mountain and then descend into the mines, through stretches of black and white limestone. It’s eerie inside, claustrophobic and dim; all you can see are the dark tunnels and the occasional fire which the miners light to soften the stone enough to be able to gouge it out.’ His eyes glazed over and his voice dropped to a near-whisper. ‘It is hard to describe the thrill of holding a piece of still-warm lapis in the hollow of your hand. Warm and rich, worth a king’s ransom.

‘I met a man at the Sang-e-Sar mines, where the lapis is quarried. He was a miner who had a penchant for lighting fires just in order to keep warm. He’d been many things: horse trader, thief, pimp, soldier – and jeweller. A very odd mix of professions, I thought. But we struck up an acquaintance while I was patrolling the Kokcha Valley, searching out the finest lapis for the Baadshah. That man was one of the shrewdest I’ve ever met; he could scent an opportunity a kos away. Came down to Agra with me, finally. A very interesting man.’

Muzaffar, watching Mumtaz Hassan, was reminded of the Venetian merchant he had been taken to visit a few months earlier. They were similar, he realized: both fond of ostentation, and both given to long, rambling monologues that led nowhere.

‘He gave me this goblet. Said it had been sold by a penurious amir forty years ago, a man so desperately deep in debt he had been reduced to selling off all his possessions. That may have been true, but I’ve always had a sneaking suspicion my friend acquired the goblet by less legitimate means. That’s history, of course; now he’s a well-respected trader. Nobody would think of pointing fingers at him. But ah, what adventures we had.’ Mumtaz Hassan’s eyes twinkled. ‘With a past like his, he was well suited to provide just anything a man could ask for. A good mount, a pretty trinket, a girl who knew how to please a man. There were times when it seemed to me he knew Agra better than I did, even though I had been here a week for every hour he had.’

He paused, and in that moment his son yawned – a loud, expansive yawn that welled up from his well-padded stomach and hung in the stricken silence of the room.
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‘HUZOORl’ THE VOICE was just above a whisper, troubled and urgent. ‘Huzoor, please wake up!’

Muzaffar jerked up, bleary and disoriented, sucking in his breath at the chill of the air outside the warm cocoon of quilts. It took him a moment to blink, to accustom his eyes to the dimness of a room in which only a dull greyness filtering through the edges of the padded curtains indicated that the night had passed. He hauled one of the quilts up around his shoulders, shivering as he peered at the shadowy figure hovering nervously by his bed.

‘Who the hell are you?’ Muzaffar croaked. He had not imbibed; Mumtaz Hassan, for all his confessed love of decadence, did not believe in serving wine to his guests – but the night had been long, too long for a man who had come home in the small hours of the morning only to toss and turn, his mind flitting between Mumtaz Hassan’s eccentricities, the embarrassingly obvious lack of love for his son, and inevitably for Muzaffar, his own feelings towards Shireen. He had finally fallen asleep, exhausted and with a headache, and had dreamt of her. A slim figure, resplendent in bridal silks and heavy jewellery, her henna-reddened palms stretching out towards him as she wept. Not with joy, but in sorrow – a deep, gut-wrenching sorrow that a befuddled Muzaffar did not understand, not even in his dreams.

He was jolted out of it by this insistent voice, almost on the brink of panic, which begged him to wake up.

‘Qureshi Sahib’s steward, huzoor. A rider has arrived from the haveli of Mumtaz Hassan Khan Sahib with a message for you, huzoor. He apologizes for the hour, but says that he has been instructed to tell you that it is extremely urgent.’ A hand held out a rectangle of paper, barely visible as a fuzzy grey shape.

‘Get a lamp. How am I to see in this darkness?’

The missive was in Akram’s scrawl, made even more untidy by the agitation of the writer.

Mumtaz Hassan had been killed during the night. Could Muzaffar come as soon as possible?
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Akram, looking haggard and uncharacteristically ill-dressed – his turban had been hurriedly tied on and he wore no jewellery except for his favourite emerald ring – emerged from the haveli as Muzaffar strode up the path from the drum house. An amorphous and fragile mist, its grip as tenuous and weak as a ghost’s, had cloaked the river as Muzaffar had ridden out of Qureshi Sahib’s still-dozing household. The mist had played hide-and-seek with the breast-shaped dome of the Taj Mahal: one moment the mist would envelop the dome, as if shielding it from the prying eyes of the world; the next moment, a breeze would whip away the veil of mist, laying bare its rounded beauty. By the time Muzaffar dismounted at the drum house of Mumtaz Hassan’s haveli, the breeze had carried away the last of the mist, and the brass finial atop the dome of the late Empress’s tomb was twinkling fitfully in the weak sunshine. It was going to be a cold day, thought Muzaffar, as he hurried up the path to meet his friend.
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