

  

     

  




Author’s Note


When I visited Hyderabad in February 1982, I felt spiritually moved by the tombs of the Qutb Shahi Kings and when I was ready for a plot it all fell into place from that moment.


The background and most of the people with the exception of the hero and heroine of this novel are factual. The Viceroy, Lord Ripon, raised a serious conflict in India by the introduction of the Ilbert Bill. 


Supported in England by the Prime Minister, Mr. William Gladstone, the Viceroy had no idea that the British community would openly organise themselves to almost mutinous opposition. Meetings were held in every town and three thousand people assembled in Calcutta.


The Assam tea planters were so infuriated that they actually hatched a plot to kidnap the Viceroy. The opposition in Bengal and elsewhere became so intense that the Bill was finally drastically modified. 


Lord Ripon, however, was venerated and honoured by both Hindu and Muslim, while his involvement was never forgotten by the Anglo-Indians. When in 1915 his statute was erected by Indian subscriptions, no European subscribed.


Wilfrid Scawen Blunt was a British eccentric. A writer, poet, Politician, naturalist and explorer, he waged political crusades to free Egypt, India and Ireland from Colonial rule. His romantic affairs were as passionate as his politics and usually frustrated.


The glorious British Residency at Hyderabad, more palatial than any Government House in India except Calcutta and New Delhi, is now a woman’s college.


His exalted Highness Nizam the VIII lives in Australia. 


Amongst the diamonds that came from Golconda was the Koh-i-Nor, which graces the Crown of England.


 


 




  Chapter One ~ 1883


The woman walking along the deck was enveloped in the disguising robe worn by Muslims.


She moved slowly and carefully, avoiding the prostrate figures asleep who had drawn blankets over their faces so that they were unrecognisable.


Ever since the ship had left the Suez Canal for the Red Sea the weather had been hot and humid and many of the passengers in the Steerage Class left their overcrowded and airless quarters to sleep in the open air.


It was now two o’clock in the morning and, except for those members of the crew on the bridge or in the engine room, everybody in the ship seemed to be silent and asleep.


Walking quietly the woman reached the rail that ended at the stern and now there was only the foaming wash that poured up from the stern of the ship into waves, which ruffled the surface of the smooth sea and gradually vanished away into the night.


There was a touch of phosphorus on the water and the stars overhead were reflected until it seemed as if the sky met the sea and there was no division between them.


The woman held onto the rail and looked with sightless eyes into the distance.


The British flag was hanging limp from the pole because there was no wind and the air itself seemed heavy and almost as if that too was without life.


The woman pulled her robe a little closer around her and then, taking a deep breath as if she had suddenly made up her mind, she clutched the rail with both hands.


Her body seemed to stiffen into an alertness as she put her foot on the bottom rail as if preparing to heave herself over.


As she did so, a quiet voice came from behind her,


“I think it would be a mistake if you did that.”


She gave a little cry that was almost one of terror and turned round to see the man who had spoken. He looked like an Indian, wearing a turban and dressed in the poor unidentifiable clothes of a low caste.


She stared at him and in the starlight he could see the terror in her eyes and the trembling of her lips.


“It is very foolish to do what you are contemplating,” he said quietly. “Life is very precious.”


“Not to – me,” the woman replied involuntarily and added, “It has – nothing to do – with you – please go away!”


“That is something 1 cannot do,” he answered her, “and I have no wish to play the hero and to have to rescue you.” 


“I do not – want to be – rescued.”


“It is unfortunately something I should feel obliged to attempt and you will definitely disrupt the passage of the ship and cause a commotion.”


She turned her face away from him and once again hung onto the rail.


“It is my – life,” she asserted almost as if she spoke to herself.


“The most priceless possession anyone could have. It would be stupid to throw it away so unnecessarily.” 


“Unnecessarily!” she exclaimed with a sob.


Then, as if she no longer had any control over herself, the tears poured down her face and her body sagged as if she was about to sink to the ground.


Without saying anything the man picked her up in his arms and carried her back the way she had come, stepping over the sleeping bodies who had not moved or taken any interest in what had been happening.


After at first a shudder as if she would repulse him, the woman put her head on his shoulder and he could feel the tumult of her tears shaking her whole body.


She was very slim and light and he suspected that under her concealing robe she was wearing very little, perhaps only a nightgown.


He carried her into the bowels of the ship, along a corridor that was badly lit and then up a staircase to another deck.


Here the air seemed less oppressive and there were more lights.


Every cabin door was firmly closed as he carried her to the end of a long corridor where there was a small writing room that was empty and lit by only one light.


He put her down gently onto a chair and then, as she put her hands up to her face to hide it from him, the robe that had covered her head fell back. 


He saw that she was fair and, as he had thought when he looked at her in the starlight, very young.


He sat down on a chair opposite her without speaking and after some seconds the girl, for she was nothing more, took her fingers from her eyes to ask,


“Why – must you – interfere?”


She had intended to speak angrily, but actually it was in a broken, breathless little voice.


“Suppose you tell me,” the man asked, “why you should contemplate anything so wicked and wasteful?” 


His choice of words surprised her and, as she looked up at him, he thought that her tear-drenched cheeks might have been those of a young child.


“I want to – die!”


“Why so dramatically?”


“I could not think of any – other way that was – possible.”


She spoke simply and then wiped her tears from her cheeks with the back of her fingers before she said,


“I have thought it over – very carefully – I cannot go on – it is impossible!”


“Nothing is really impossible,” the man said. “However dark things seem at the moment, you must not forget that there is always the dawn.”


“Not for – me.”


“How can you be sure of that?” he asked. “Nobody can see into the future and there may be when you least expect it something very exciting and very beautiful waiting for you just round the corner.”


She shook her head and as she did so the robe she was wearing fell a little lower and he could see her fair hair was very long and waved over her shoulders neatly, he thought, to her waist.


She put her hands in her lap and sat with her shoulders drooping, slumped forward in an attitude of despair.


“Why not tell me what has upset you?” he asked. “You never know, together we might find a solution.”


She looked at him again as if she wondered if she could trust him.


Then, as she saw his dark eyes beneath straight eyebrows, his firm mouth and square chin, she exclaimed,


“I have seen you before!”


“Where?” the question was sharp.


“At Southampton.”


She was thinking as she spoke of how she had noticed him amongst the seething tumult on the quay just before the ship had sailed.


Piles of luggage were being taken aboard at the last moment, people seeing off their friends and relations, some smiling and some in tears. There was a throng of spectators, beggars, labourers, seamen and, because the ship was going East, a number of soldiers.


The gangways were filled with people moving on and off the ship whose engines were already turning.


It was then that she had noticed a man who looked like an Indian moving through the crowd. He seemed to be in no hurry and at the same time there was an assurance about him that other people lacked.


He walked up the lower gangway that led to the bottom deck and she thought as he reached it that he was the last person to step aboard before it moved away and the ship’s railing put back into place.


She had told herself he had cut it very fine and might have missed the ship altogether and yet there had been something about his carriage that told her he would not make a mistake like that, but would always get what he wanted.


Now she saw as she looked at him that he was frowning and it also struck her as strange that, although he wore a turban, he spoke perfect English.


She had always imagined that all Indians spoke with an unmistakable accent and a ‘sing-song’ note in their voices.


As if he knew what she was thinking, he said after a moment,


“I will make a pact with you.”


She did not answer and there was a faint smile on his lips as he continued,


“I will forget what you were intending to do tonight if I had not stopped you, if you will forget that you saw me at Southampton.”


“Why should I do that?”


“Because I am quite certain that you have no wish that I should inform whoever you are travelling with that you wished to leave the ship in such an unconventional manner.”


As if his words frightened, her she gave a little cry and replied,


“No – of course – not! If you tell my uncle he will be – very angry, very angry indeed – and he would – ”


She stopped and the man saw not only the terror in her face, but a red mark on her cheek which contrasted with the translucent whiteness of the rest of her skin. 


Abruptly he asked,


“Who has hit you?”


She put her fingers up to her cheek and her eyes fell before his and her lashes were dark against her skin. For a moment she did not speak. 


Then she said,


“Why can you not – understand that I – cannot go on as I am? I cannot bear it – any longer. Tonight he had a – ruler in his hand and I am – a coward.” 


The tears were back in her eyes and the man bent forward to say very quietly,


“Why do we not start at the beginning and you tell me your name?”


He had a feeling that she was about to refuse and he added, 


“It would be quite easy, if you will not tell me, for me to ask the Purser.”


“No, no! You must – not do – that! He might tell – Uncle Harvey.”


The man opposite her stiffened.


“Are you saying that your uncle is Sir Harvey Arran?” 


“You know him? Promise me – promise me you will not say – anything to him. He would be very angry – and when he is angry – ”


She paused and the man said grimly as if he spoke to himself,


“He hits you!”


“He is – bad-tempered because he – lived in India for – so long. I-I think it has – affected his liver – and anyway he – hates me!”


“Why should he hate you?”


“Because since Papa and Mama died I have had to live with him and I am what he calls ‘an encumbrance’.” 


“There is no one else you could live with?”


“I think some of – Papa’s cousins might – have me, but actually I think now that Uncle Harvey finds me – quite useful.”


“In what way?”


“I copy out the book he is writing – and that is what – makes him so – angry.”


“Why?”


The questions were authoritative and she felt that she had to answer them.


“His writing is – very hard to – decipher and some of the words in Urdu or Hindi are difficult to – spell. If I make a mistake, he gets – angry with me.”


The man’s lips tightened and after a moment he commented, 


“So because you are useful he is taking you with him to India.”


“That is right. I have no wish to go – anywhere with him, but he would not let me – stay at home when I – begged him to let me – do so.”


There was silence. 


Then the man asked,


“What is your Christian name?”


“Sita.”


He raised his eyebrows.


“An Indian name and one that, as I expect you know, is that of the Goddess who was proud, pure and brave.”


“Then it was obviously a mistake to call me after her, as I have nothing to be – proud about and as I have – already told you – I am a coward.”


“Nevertheless you must try to live up to your name. You have not told me why you were given it.”


“I was born in India. My father was in the Bengal Light Brigade.”


“You will feel when you get there as if you have come home.”


Sita stared at him. 


Then she said,


“I don’t – believe you!”


“It is true and, when we reach India, you will know that I am right. Your uncle is going to Hyderabad.”


“How did you know?”


He did not answer the question but went on,,


“You have not yet given me your promise that if we meet again you will forget that you saw me at Southampton and here on the lower deck.”


She looked at him with a puzzled expression in her eyes.


“We will meet – again?”


“I certainly hope so and when we do, Sita, I want to see you smiling and happy, looking like the Goddess you were named after.”


“That is – impossible!”


“You will find you are wrong. In the meantime I want you to promise me something else.”


The way he spoke sounded serious and she enquired a little apprehensively,


“What – is that?”


“That you will never, in any circumstances, attempt to do anything so foolish and wicked as you intended to do tonight.”


“Why should it be – wicked? I did not ask to – come into this world – and it is nobody’s business if I – choose to go – out of it.”


“I don’t think that your father, if he was alive, would take that view.”


“Papa is dead – but perhaps Mama who died with him – would understand.”


“I think neither of them would expect that you, having been born in India and bearing the name of one of her most admired Goddesses, would try to escape from your Karma.”


Sita sat up and looked at him now in a very different way.


“Why should you think that going through the miseries I suffer with Uncle Harvey is my Karma? If Papa and Mama had not been drowned when they were sailing, I should be with them now and – if I die – I shall be with them again.”


“You cannot be certain of that,” the man opposite her said quietly. “What you can be certain of is that if you deliberately throw away your body, which is very valuable, you will have to be born again and perhaps go through all the misery you are suffering now or even worse.” 


“What do you mean? Are you talking about reincarnation?”


“The Wheel of Rebirth,” the man replied. “You will find that it is something everyone understands in India and is so palpably true that you will wonder how you ever doubted that it could happen to you.”


“I don’t believe you!”


“We will have a little wager that one day you will tell me that I was right.”


“I have nothing to bet with,” Sita frowned. “Uncle Harvey gives me – no money.”


She thought as she spoke of how she had pleaded with him almost on her knees to give her a little of her own money to buy gowns to travel to India with.


“It will be hot, Uncle Harvey,” she had said to him, “and I have nothing to wear. I can hardly walk about in the heat in the clothes I am wearing now!”


“The miserable amount of money your improvident father left you when he died must be a safeguard against your future,” her uncle replied. “I am not going to live forever and I do not intend to leave you any of my hard-earned money.”


He waited for her to make some remark and, as she was silent, he went on,


“You will have to fend for yourself unless somebody marries you, which is most unlikely. At least what I have put in the Bank for you will save you from starvation.” 


Sita had heard all this before and it always hurt her that her uncle invariably spoke of her father contemptuously, as if he should have made a lot of money during his lifetime.


Her father had left his Regiment soon after he married because he could not afford it and came back to England to try to farm a very small estate that belonged to her mother.


That he had failed had not really been his fault.


He had not enough capital to start with, he lacked experience and the soil, which had been neglected for many years, was not at all productive.


Nevertheless they had been happy in the small Manor House in a little village where her father was treated respectfully as the Squire.


Because Raymond Arran was very much in love with his wife, he only occasionally regretted the Regiment and the friends he had had to leave behind in India.


Somehow with very little money he had managed to enjoy life, riding in the local point-to-points and training horses that he bought cheaply and broke in so that he and his wife could hunt in the winter.


Occasionally they went to London to enjoy themselves wildly and extravagantly for two weeks before they returned to try to make up what they had spent as if they had not a financial care in the world.


The Manor House had been filled with laughter and love and, only when Sita found herself incarcerated as if in a tomb in the gaunt ugly Georgian building where her uncle lived in the outskirts of London, did she know how much she had lost.


Sita somehow thought that her uncle, because he had been a Judge in India, treated everybody he met as if they were criminals. 


That certainly was his attitude towards her.


More than this he was clearly a misogynist and had no wish to have any woman in his house and in his care.


It was only when he discovered that Sita was intelligent enough to be useful that he condescended to speak to her at mealtimes.


Then he demanded that she should work for him, but every mistake she made infuriated him and, from first berating her angrily, he started to shake her and then hit her.


Never in her whole life had her father or mother raised a hand against her and Sita could hardly believe that it was happening to her.


When at first she defied her uncle, he hit her harder and then when she cried it irritated him because he thought that she was wasting time when she should be working.


Being in fact perceptive she began to realise that his anger was directed not only against her but against the frustration of becoming too old for the life he had once enjoyed and the importance of his position in India.


Having lived in India for over twenty years he had few friends in England and those he had now found him a bore.


It was therefore understandable that Sir Harvey Arran, lonely and unwanted, hated his very existence and took it out on the newest victim.


This was Sita and she wilted before his rage like a flower without sunshine.


When the letter came asking Sir Harvey to come out to Hyderabad, where he had lived before he retired, to advise the Nizam in a very complicated legal deal he was elated.


“I knew they could not do without me,” he bragged. “I knew they would miss me when I had gone! There is nobody in the whole Province with my brains or my knowledge of legal affairs.”


For two days he seemed younger and almost human as he decided what books he would have to take with him and his manservants began to get out his tropical clothing, which had been put away since he came back to England. 


It was then that Sita had asked nervously,


“Am I to – stay here, Uncle Harvey – while you are – away?”


Her uncle stared at her as if it was the first time that the question of what she should do had occurred to him. 


Then he said sharply,


“Of course, where else would you go?”


Then it suddenly struck him that, because she had been working on his book and doing his letters for nearly a year, she was more useful to him than if he had to begin again with a stranger and so he said,


“No, you will come with me. At least you can continue to do something to earn the amount of money I have to expend on you, week by week, month by month and year by year.”


Because she had hoped that for a little while at any rate she would be free of his continual fault-finding and even physical violence every time she made a mistake, Sita felt her spirits drop despairingly.


She had sometimes thought that she would like to see India because her father had spoken about it in such glowing terms and he had first met her mother when she was visiting a relative who was Governor of the North-West Province.


But Sita knew now that to go anywhere with her uncle would be like setting off for Hell and, because for one optimistic moment, she had thought that she would be alone, the disappointment was like a physical pain.


It was a pain that seemed to intensify every day as her uncle raged at her whenever she asked questions and, because he was on edge concerning what lay ahead, he hit her even harder than usual when she made a mistake in writing his letters or copying out a manuscript.


They had sailed through a rough sea in the Bay of Biscay and, although Sita had not actually been sick, she felt unwell and had an incessant headache from being rocked about.


Moreover she found when they went aboard that her uncle had engaged for her one of the cheapest cabins available in First Class.


Little more than a cupboard and intended for a servant travelling with a First Class passenger, it was an inside cabin with no porthole.


Every time she entered it, Sita felt as if she went into her grave.


It was badly lit, but, as she had no wish to sit in her uncle’s cabin, she was forced to write in a light that was so dim it made her eyes ache and, even though she sat up late every night, he was not satisfied when morning came that she had done enough.


Because she felt so unwell she could not eat and, when they left the Mediterranean and entered the Suez Canal, she felt so ill that she was unable to do anything but lie on her bunk.


“Do you know what you are costing me on this voyage?” her uncle had shouted at her. “Stop being lazy and get on with your work! I want that manuscript finished by the time we reach India and if it is not you will be sorry!”


“I cannot – do any more,” Uncle Harvey,” Sita answered.


He had slapped her hard across the face almost knocking her down before he shouted,


“You will work or I will beat you into it. God knows I had only one reason for bringing you with me and for all the use you are I might as well chuck you overboard!”


It was these words that had given Sita the idea that she could save him the trouble.


She thought about it all night and the next day when her uncle had seemed angrier and more violent than usual she had known that she could bear it no longer.


She had seen from the top deck the people sleeping outside in the stern of the ship wrapped either in a blanket or in a shapeless Muslim robe and had known that it would be a perfect disguise for her to reach a place where she could slip into the sea without being seen.


It was unlikely that anyone in the middle of the night would be looking back the way they had come, while those on the bridge would be looking forward over the bow.


She made her plans very carefully and, ignoring the manuscript that was waiting to be copied out in her airless cabin, she watched the hands of the clock until she was sure that the ship would be silent and everybody asleep.


It was then that she had taken the cotton cover off her bed, which was an indeterminate faded blue, and wrapped herself in it.


In her heelless slippers she moved silently from the top deck down to the second and from there down to the third without encountering anybody and found her way to the stern.


Now she wondered why in a ship full of sleeping people there was one man who had to be awake.


Because she found herself thinking of him rather than herself, she asked after a moment,


“How can you – speak as you do? You may think it – impertinent of me, but I do not – believe you are – Indian.”


He smiled and it made his eyes twinkle.


“If I have been inquisitive about you, Sita, I have no wish for you to be inquisitive about me.”


“Why not?”


“I have my reasons. I am still waiting for your secret promise in response to mine, not to speak of me or to know me.”


“And if I refuse to give it to you?” she asked with a sudden flash of spirit that she had not shown before.


 “In that case,” he said slowly, “I will think it my duty to tell your uncle how he might have lost his niece.”


Sita gave a little cry.


“How could you – think of anything so – ?” she stopped. “I think – actually you are only – teasing me or blackmailing me.”


“You can choose which you like, but what I am asking you is serious, and I think you are intuitive enough to know that is the truth.”


Her eyes widened and she said,


“You are in disguise.”


“I am answering no questions.”


“You asked me – a lot.”


“That was different. I am doing my duty and you are trying to escape from yours.”


She gave a little laugh that somehow made her seem even younger than she looked.


Then she said,


“All right, you win, but suppose I – find I cannot – bear it?”


“You have to give me your promise on everything you hold holy that you will not attempt anything like that again unless I give you my permission.”


Sita sat up straight.


“How can you ask – anything so – stupid? Suppose I – cannot find you?”


“I think we shall meet again,” the man said quietly. “In fact I am sure of it.”


“But I might have to – wait until I do – see you.” 


“That would be a good thing and give you time for second thoughts.”


She looked away from him and he knew that she was thinking that, if what she had to suffer was completely unbearable, she would not want to wait or have second thoughts.


He bent forward again and said,


“Good Heavens, child! Do you not realise that the world is not only a big but a very lovely place and what you are suffering now is only an infinitesimal part of it.”


He reached out and took her hand in his.


“Shall I assure you,” he asked, “that you will find happiness eventually?”


“Why – should I? And how do you – know?” 


“Because you are young and beautiful and you have the personality that can, if you wish to, rise above everything that frightens you. You may not believe that, but I promise you it is true.”


The way he spoke made her look at him in astonishment and instinctively her fingers tightened on his as she said,


“I-I want to – believe you.”


“Then that is half the battle. What we believe brings us what we want almost by magic because our will is a magnet although we do not always realise it.”


“Is that what you – believe?”


“It is what I learnt in a hard school and I have never yet been disappointed.”


There was silence and then Sita, without taking her hand from his, said,


“You have talked of rebirth and our Karma. Does that mean you are a Buddhist?”


“I believe in all religions that are just and help man to develop himself. Faith is something that comes from our hearts and once it is there we are no longer afraid.” 


“And you think – that is what – I will find in India?”


“I am sure of it.”


The way he spoke was so positive that she felt herself respond to him in a way that she could not explain. 


Then he said,


“Now I am going to send you back to your cabin and I promise you things will get better from this moment. Just believe and go on believing and try to be proud, beautiful and brave.”


“I-I will – try,” Sita wavered in a low voice.


Then she asked,


“How can I – see you again? How can I find you – just in case?”


“You will find me,” he answered, “and that is another thing that you must have faith in.”
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