

[image: image]




[image: Images]


[image: Images]




First published in 2019 by Hachette India


(Registered name: Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd)


An Hachette UK company


www.hachetteindia.com


[image: Image]


This ebook published in 2019


(Text) Copyright © 2019 Amita Kanekar
Maps by Pia Alizé Hazarika


Amita Kanekar asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.


All rights reserved. No part of the publication may be copied, reproduced, downloaded, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover or digital format other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents (other than those obviously genuine) are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual events or locales is purely coincidental.


Paperback edition ISBN 978-93-88322-21-8
Ebook edition ISBN 978-93-88322-22-5


Cover illustration by Jit Chowdhury
Cover design by Meena Rajasekaran


Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd


4th & 5th Floors, Corporate Centre
Plot No. 94, Sector 44, Gurugram - 122003, India


Originally typeset in Bembo Std
by Manmohan Kumar, Delhi




For my loves, human and feline.
Those who are there, and those who have gone.




Listening to the doves in Alfred, Georgia, and having neither the right nor the permission to enjoy it because in that place mist, doves, sunlight, copper dirt, moon – everything belonged to the men who had the guns... So you protected yourself and loved small. Picked the tiniest stars out of the sky to own; lay down with head twisted in order to see the loved one over the rim of the trench before you slept. Stole shy glances at her between the trees at chain-up. Grass blades, salamanders, spiders, woodpeckers, beetles, a kingdom of ants. Anything bigger wouldn’t do. A woman, a child, a brother – a big love like that would split you wide open in Alfred, Georgia.


– Toni Morrison, 1987


For an upper caste Hindu, a village sounds romantic, but for the Dalit, it sounds like the public toilet.


– P. Sivakami, 2010
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Prologue


DECEMBER 1671


He couldn’t imagine saying it out loud, but they had clearly lost their way. The small group riding ahead had halted on the ridge of a hill, to stare around at a vista serenely, infuriatingly, uniform. The aide guided his mule to a discreet distance behind and stared as well, at sunny valleys of babul, ber and shami, their green-yellows relieved by bright red dhak, that gaudy show-off of the north-east Aravallis, and greeted by most of the company with oaths. Not by the aide though. He just stared all around intently, and as a result he was the one who saw it – a gap in the hills to the east which offered a little triangular view of a chessboard of colourful squares, dotted by flashes of light. Probably water. 


He moved abreast of his lord and pointed it out silently.


‘Subhanallah!’ 


‘Fields!’


‘At last!’


It was a huge relief. The drummer ran down the slope first as always, bare legs uncaring of the thorny scrub as his drum went thuba-thuba-a-thuba, announcing an arrival of importance. The lords descended at a measured pace, ignoring the tossing heads and snorts of their mounts who wanted to run too. But tight reins held them to a trot, and a slow one at that, for behind them, right at the back, were two men with a burden. A charpoy, with a man on it. He bounced a little as his bearers ran clumsily downhill, trying to avoid the higher stands of scrub where sharp fronds ripped at shin and even thigh. Both were barefoot and naked but for loincloths.


One of them now called out. ‘Malik!’


The aide, trailing the nobles on his mule with the other higher servants, heard him but did not respond. Nobody did, so he shouted again, louder, ‘Malik, malik!’


One of the mules halted, his rider turning to reveal a muddied shirt below a dark frown. And a leather whip in one hand, which should have given the shouter pause, given the lash-marks on his own chest, both faded and fresh. But he still spoke, though without interrupting his run. ‘Malik, malik, forgive these slaves but there is work waiting –’ 


‘Enough, scoundrel!’ snapped the other softly. ‘You can leave when we reach a village. We must get replacements – Huzoor...’


The horseman in the lead had wheeled his white stallion around abruptly. His satin hunting trousers were dirty, the embroidered coat open and muddy, as was the mulmul tunic below, the tall red tika on his pale forehead interrupted by a streak as well. His turban, which revealed him to be both of noble background and an imperial officer of high position, was a little askew. Handsome dark eyes, luminous with rage and ma’jun – the hemp chews popular with the nobility – found the speaker and then the bearer, just a glance each; both bobbed their heads and said nothing more. 


A bad end to a beautiful day, thought the aide. It had been an excellent hunt, four spotted deer and four blue antelopes before the much-awaited encounter with one of the big cats for whom this jungle was famous. Only a cheetah, true, but a sleek and full-grown male, felled by a single shot in the throat by the Dewan himself – not surprisingly, for he was also the financier of the party; the game-beaters were adept at ensuring such happy coincidences. Still, everyone was jubilant, so jubilant that they didn’t realize that there was another cheetah with the first. Until it landed on one of the riders, toppling him smoothly off his mount. This one was killed as well but messily, arrows and stones from all sides, the pelt probably damaged beyond repair. Only after all the excitement had died down, and the beaters had examined the beast and declared it to be a young female, that they saw that the fallen lord was still down. Water splashed on his face made no difference. And his horse was grievously injured, blood pouring from a gash on the neck. 


The hunt was over. A beater was dispatched to the nearest village to requisition a charpoy and menials to carry it. The suddenly subdued group began the ride back to Narnaul town, followed by the charpoy. Two beaters were left behind, to bandage the horse and bring it and all the game home on foot. Only one accompanied the lords back, but the mishap, with all the ill it boded for earnings and the future, had left him confused, and the more the whippings promised if he didn’t get his bearings and immediately, the less sense he made, till everybody gave up on him. 


The aide was nervous now, for the charpoy-bearers were slowing down; replacements were essential. But the woods seemed endless, also furiously hot. The Dewan looked furious as well, as did the aide’s own lord. Something had to give soon; ya Khuda, let it be the forest. 


On and still further, ignoring the odd cheetah bark in the distance, and once a distinctly deeper rumble – prompting of frantic pursuit in happier times, even though none but the Padshah was officially permitted to hunt that most noble of beasts – sweat running down his face, blinding him, drenching his tunic, before, to almost painful joy, his prayers were answered. The oven-like forest yielded abruptly to pasture, at the edge of which stood a huge heap of grain, nearly a man’s height. From behind it appeared a child. No, it was a man, but with a hunchback. Clearly a pyada from his dress and musket. He ran up and bowed. 


‘Hukum, Huzoor!’


Behind him, in the distance beyond the pastureland, was a village, a wide and welcoming expanse of field and orchard, and surprisingly large too. A long stretch of ripe wheat, another of young cotton, indigo too, and – wait, wasn’t that pineapple on the slope beyond? Quite a lot of pineapple. A mango orchard and many little tanks of water added to the garden-like ambience. This was clearly a private estate, not peasant land; the aide looked around for the haveli of the owner. But there was no haveli visible, just the usual walled village. Perhaps the owner stayed in the city, but then where were the troops to guard his property?


‘Excellent!’ The Dewan’s servant’s beamed, his smile fulsome and hugely relieved. ‘Huzoor needs menials, quickly!’


‘Huzoor…’ The pyada bowed again. ‘Huzoor, but I am alone. I am placed here by the Badi Haveli, to watch over…’ He waved at the grain. Badi Haveli, or big house, meant the Zamindar.


The Dewan’s servant was not interested. He pointed towards the mud walls in the distance. ‘There. Go and find two men – but quick!’


‘There –?’ The man seemed almost aghast. ‘Huzoor… but –’ 


‘Stop talking, fool!’ The servant reached into his waistband, pulled out silver – this was not the time to skimp – and tossed it across. ‘Go, fast!’


The pyada’s eyes widened. But he still looked worried, even as he pocketed the money and turned to the fields. Only one old man could be seen there, perhaps because it was nearly noon; the others would be having their lunch in some shady nook. He looked up at the arrival of the noble party but, instead of running forward to seek the lords’ bidding, just watched for a moment before going back to his bullocks and plough. 


They rode slowly towards him, the pyada running ahead, followed by the Dewan’s servant. The village seemed even larger as they approached, its walls taller than normal, like a little fort. The aide stared around but could not see the usual huddle of huts outside the walls, which identified the residence of the menials. There were only more groves of trees. 


Anyway, this labourer would help. The aide felt almost light-headed with relief, when he suddenly spotted somebody else on the distant edge of the fields, a woman who seemed to be guiding another pair of bullocks. Yes, that’s what it looked like. The aide was shocked; of village stock himself, he knew that only a man could part the soil for seed. Because the earth was a woman, the mother of all creation, a generous but fierce and vengeful mother. Ploughing was taboo for women, it brought a village the worst kind of bad luck. He stared at her and then all around her, wondering where her man had gone, but then noticed that the nobles had halted. The pyada ahead was shouting.


‘The lords need help! Go call your people – quickly!’


The aide looked at the old man being addressed. Only to be surprised again, for he was not old at all. The confusion was caused by his completely bald head. The rest of him was strange as well, for his sturdy young body did not bespeak a menial, nor did the dirty dhoti; the low were allowed only loincloths. As for the kurta – as grubby and tattered – nobody but the highest would wear them in this wilderness. And sandals too – like a lord! On the other hand, such dark, almost black, skin surely signalled the lowest?


‘Don’t you hear?!’ shouted the pyada again. ‘The lords need help!’


The youth turned, looked over the group for a second and continued urging the bullocks on. Was he deaf? The Dewan’s servant now called, very sharply and with a wave of his arm, ‘Come here, you!’ 


The youth stopped the animals and turned again, but only to walk to the edge of his field where he picked up a musket from the ground. Then he walked to them, his sweaty face darkened further by a scowl, the heavy gun held lightly in one hand. ‘Yes?’ 


Something about him, or his tone, or the gun, or the fact that he did not even bow when it was the norm for commoners to throw themselves flat on their face before lords such as his, made the aide suddenly angry. 


‘How far is Narnaul town from here?’


‘Six hours.’ No salutation at all. ‘By foot. Go back, eastward, till the –’


‘First we need replacements for these men. Huzoor is badly injured. Run and get some menials. And water for the horses. Fast!’


‘Any brahmin houses here?’ intervened one of the nobles. ‘Then food will be welcome too!’ 


‘Yes!’ said another. ‘Something light and quick. Rotis and some vegetable will do – but hot, mind well!’ 


The Dewan’s servant turned in his seat and bowed.


The youth did not. ‘Everyone is busy at the moment.’ He wiped his face and pate with his blue shoulder-cloth, before twisting it into a turban and placing it on his head. ‘You can wait though, under that tree –’


‘Busy? What did you say?’ The aide too couldn’t believe his ears. Had this ganwaar actually used you, the second-person singular and a usage reserved for the low, the same that the Dewan’s servant had used to him? 


‘Ploughing is on and –’


‘Fool, shut your mouth! You are in the honoured presence of Huzoor Dewansah’b, the Dewan of all Narnaul! Call the menials, immediately!’


‘No menials here –’


The servant was spluttering. ‘Are you joking, son of a pig? Who is the owner of this estate? And where did you rob that gun –?’ He turned in his rage to the pyada. ‘Fool, couldn’t you find someone who is not insane?!’


The pyada was pale, apparently with fear. ‘Just call some men, scoundrel!’ he shouted at the youth, before turning back to the lords with a plea. ‘Huzoor, forgive this s-servant, but this is a bad place –’


But the lead horseman moved forward now and all, even the birds, fell silent.


‘Enough.’ The ruby set around with tiny diamonds on the middle finger of the raised hand flashed quiet fire. ‘Call the menials at once. Our brother is ill, we have no time to waste.’


The youth’s voice remained calm as well. ‘Then why not get down, all of you, and carry him yourselves?’ 


He turned and walked away, back to his plough. 	


It took a moment for the company to comprehend this question and another to believe it. The aide was the last to do so, and he was still gasping wordlessly when the Dewan put spurs to his horse and his hand on his sword. ‘Scoundrel, we’ll teach you how to talk.’ 


The youth wheeled around and fell on one knee, musket raised, finger on the trigger, and aimed straight at the Dewan. His voice was still calm. ‘You better leave now.’


Even in this moment of appalled disbelief, the aide noticed the shortness of the steel barrel, rolled diagonally in the style fashioned by that King of Kings Now Residing in Heaven, His Majesty Jalal-ud-din Muhamed Akbar Padshah Ghazi. But there was no way it could shoot anybody, because there was no lit match in its clamp at the end of the gun. In fact, the aide could not see a clamp at all.


The Dewan’s horse plunged forward; the trigger clicked. Then, even as the aide awaited another empty click of the clamp moving to the gunpowder pan to drop – in the absence of the match – nothing, the pyada’s club smashed against the boy’s head. Hard. The aide had not even noticed him moving. But, to the astounded horror of all, in that very moment, the musket flashed. And then roared. 


The fiery explosion seemed to singe the aide’s ears. It was not good enough though; the pyada’s blow had jerked the grip on the gun upwards; the Dewan was unharmed. The gun now fell to the earth, and its bearer followed. 


Someone in the background was screaming. The sound penetrated his daze but all that the aide could see was the fallen body, the head at an odd angle, the turban that remained stubbornly on. The Dewan’s sword was still half-raised. The pyada was again the first to move; he turned and ran, quite forgetting to take the permission of the lords.


But then the air shattered in another burst of sound, an echo of the first. It released the aide; he lifted his gaze to find that the Dewan’s sword had dropped from his hand. 


What was happening? A servant ran to retrieve the Dewan’s sword. The Dewan snatched it, then drove it against the blue turban. ‘Filth!’ 


But the turban stayed on, even as the air exploded once again around the aide’s head. 


He felt giddy, not just because of the sound, but also because of the awful sight before him: the Dewan’s silk turban was suddenly gone, and the Dewan himself was struggling to control his rearing mount. Was it wounded, or just terrified? Whip and spurs finally brought the stallion down, only to plunge it into a frantic gallop back in the direction they had come, but wildly, through the fields, breaking the neat lines of upturned yellow earth. 


Everyone scrambled to follow, on mounts or running feet. The bearers lifted their load and began to run too, legs shuddering but fast nonetheless. 


What of the body? The aide reached for his own reins, but hesitantly. Should they just leave it here, all alone and exposed to the elements? Even if it was of filth? But then another short, angry burst rent the air, raising a cloud of dust from the ground just in front of his mule. It made him jump, and startled the beast into a stumbling canter. 


The body was clearly not alone. 
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Of a journey down the Ajmer highway, to encounter the remains of a rebellion 


APRIL 1673


Rebellions usually won little attention from the City of Cities, the Lotus Seat of His Supreme Magnificence the Padshah-e-Hindustan, the one and only Shahjahanabad. It heard of them of course, for all news had to reach there – what were the thousands of court reporters and spies scattered all over the realm for, otherwise – but only to forget almost immediately. What was a rebellion after all, just some miserable zamindar or two, yearning to get back some of their ancient or imagined glory, gathering around some stupid ganwaar followers, and asking the Padshah to cut off all their heads? Which the Padshah did, as always, with alacrity. Even the Jat rebellion, which had taken over a year to completely quell, and not very far from the second imperial seat of Agra, did not perturb Shahjahanabad. And this one hadn’t lasted nearly half as long.


But it was a little different. Too close for one, within the very suba of Dilli, not even three days’ hard ride south-west into the hills before Ajmer. And rife with all kinds of strange rumours, including some about how and when the rebels would soon reach the capital. Reach Shahjahanabad! And do what? It was too ridiculous to imagine, and yet the city’s great markets had taken it seriously and emptied, grain and vegetable trading like the veins of gold on the walls of the royal palaces. Panic was rumoured even in the army, hardly quelled when the Padshah himself decided to take the field. Against ganwaar! Not surprisingly, the news of the final victory had been greeted like the arrival of spring, with the markets bursting to life again, the prices of goods collapsing to their normal dizzy-enough levels, and some general celebration. Not very grand of course, for it is hardly fitting to celebrate victory over a few foolish ganwaar as if they were the Shah of Persia or even those upstarts in the Dakhin. But heartfelt nevertheless – the brahmins and maulvis who intervened in all such matters could vouch for this. After this it was only the street dramatists who kept the issue alive, but by improvising with such gusto that it was really a death by other means. Nobody cared; the common folk of the capital had enough problems of their own and little time for entertainment, whether accurate or not. Only the bolder of children continued to call down the witch of Narnaul upon their enemies and rivals, to receive immediate slaps from their elders.


Even among those who did have the time, the rebellion itself belonged to the past; the discussions concerned its aftermath. Not just the generous rewards and promotions rumoured in the offing for all the victors of Narnaul, for those were to be expected. No, Shahjahanabad’s plush coffee houses buzzed with a stranger rumour: of punishment. Prominent heads were to roll, claimed the wags, an event unprecedented under one rapidly becoming known as the Soft Padshah. The prince who had seized power with all the ruthlessness of his predecessors was wielding it in an uncommonly forgiving manner. None could be sure, of course, if this was to be the rule, but his officers had begun to relax. And enjoy. Brand-new fines, doubled duties and unheard-of taxes, not to mention shockingly opulent gifts, were becoming the order of the day, even as the income of the treasury declined proportionately. Palace officials demanded the world and its mother-in-law for an audience, and not with the Shadow of God but themselves. Anything went, some were beginning to say, except sedition. But then, that was where those bizarre Narnaulis came in.


It was a situation that worried the Amir – an officer of very high rank at the court of Abu’l-Muzaffar Muhyi al-Din Muhammad Aurangzeb Alamgir Padshah Ghazi – and that was why he had ordered his second son, Shamsheruddin, on a trip down the imperial highway between Shahjahanabad and Ajmer. It was an order that baffled this second son, and though he had the unexpected company of his charming half-sister Zeenat-un-Nissa Begum, his mood was bitter to begin with and did not improve. 
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‘Is that blood?’


No, answered Shamsher but silently. No, it’s a sauce made of the new fad tickling court palates – some sweetly pungent and horrendously expensive little red pods brought by the firangis from Goa. Or no, it’s another new dye from that inventress par excellence, the late Dowager Malika-e-Hindustan Noor Jehan, still credited with every new fashion despite being dead twenty years. 


But Shamsher said nothing, ignored the red-brown stain on the base of the kos minar, and continued to glare at the strands of late-afternoon sun that streaked the road ahead through the tall sugar cane on either side. Only twelve kos to Narnaul now; they should reach the next evening, hopefully.


‘What’s wrong, Shamsherbhai?’ asked Zeenat through the inner curtains of her palki, wide almond-shaped gaze at its most innocent.


He could have mentioned many things, beginning with her impossible presence here which was going to earn both of them hell on earth if not worse, but he just shook his head.


‘Missing a favourite hoor?’ That dimpled smile could woo honey from the bees, their father always said, but Shamsher was immune. She moved the curtain aside and dimpled stronger. ‘Come on Shamsherbhai, smile! We know Baba-jaan – he will rage and rant when he finds us missing, and abuse poor Ammi as well, and then he will calm down. After all, we are with Huzoor, our brother. So, inshallah, nothing can go wrong.’


Except that she did not intend to stay with Shamsher. The man she loved was in Narnaul, and, if all went right, Zeenat would not return to her father’s haveli in Shahjahanabad, ever. But that was not something she wanted to tell Shamsher just yet.


The thought was, however, too thrilling for silence. She began to hum, 




‘I am a worshipper of love, I don’t need the Muslim’s creed,


‘Every vein is taut like a wire, I don’t need the Brahmin’s thread,


‘Oh, get away, you foolish physician!


‘The only cure for the love-sick is the sight of the beloved…





‘Don’t you agree, Bhai-jaan, that nobody understands love better than Khusro, even now, four hundred years later?’


Shamsher glared at the face in the palki window opposite his, bobbing up and down with the rhythm of the bearers. He could see his own much-admired pearly-white complexion, cut by the same dark brows and a smaller, but equally arrogant, arch of a nose, hers pierced on one side by a gold hoop carrying a single large pearl. Even his tightened mouth was only a little less plump than her lush red pout. The difference was in the eyes – not green or puffy like his, but black and unpleasantly direct – and the firmness of jaw, though his own weak one was happily hidden in a tuft beard, the latest style. He did not meet his half-sister much, ordinarily, just enough to know that she was headstrong and opinionated, not the kind of female he liked. But none of his friends had agreed to come along on this trip into the wilderness, and surely anything was better than travelling alone?


‘Ya Khuda, Zeenat, don’t show yourself!’


‘Don’t worry, there’s nobody to see!’ Except of course the six bearers of each palki, the servants surrounding them, the musicians in front, soldiers behind, followed by grooms with the horses, and muleteers with laden animals right at the rear. But they did not count, and the highway was otherwise empty. Unusually so; liberal deposits of long-dried dung lay testimony to the normal traffic.


‘Are you completely insane? Your marriage is fixed, and into the royal family –’


‘Marriage, marriage, marriage – is there nothing else to discuss in this world!’ Zeenat drew the palki curtains with an angry jerk, but opened them almost immediately to pout at him. ‘Forgive us, Shamsherbhai, we are just excited to be travelling!’


‘You will travel in the padshahi zenana tomorrow, Huzoor – peerless in pomp and luxury!’ Only if she survived this escapade though… but what was the point of dwelling on the unpleasant? 


‘Yes, when we are not squirming under our dear but very obese afeem-addict of a husband!’


‘Ya Khuda, don’t start that again…’ 


‘Huzoor at least should understand! How would you like to be married to a drunken dowager? But then it’s different for our Bhai-jaan – Huzoor could always marry ten beauties as well, besides enjoying the company of hundreds more –’


‘Not on our present allowance, we can’t! And while we grant you that they have an addiction problem in that family, the prince is not old. And you have to marry someone, Zeenat – you are not a princess!’


Princesses rarely married. A bride’s family was inferior to her groom’s, said the Rajputs, and the Mughal Padshah – increasingly Rajput by blood, even more by culture – could not be inferior to anyone. For all others, however, offering a bride was the best way to ally with the powerful. 


Only a chaste, virginal purdahnasheen bride, though. Shamsher amused himself for a few minutes imagining his father’s reaction to Zeenat’s disappearance; Shamsher’s reassuring note would reach him only by nightfall. It must have driven his beloved garden right out of his mind; it might – Khuda have mercy – even kill him. The days when Mughal noblewomen could be seen in public were long gone. Now they lived behind veils, curtains, walls, eunuchs, troops, and, if a future member of the royal family, a hundred of all these. And here Zeenat was, exhibiting herself on the highway! Anybody else would have dragged her home at once. Like their very correct older brother, for example, far away on the Dakhin campaign. Or maybe – given the growing more-honourable-than-thou attitudes of the court – throttled her first and then taken his sword to all who had laid eyes on her. But Shamsher couldn’t be bothered. As Zeenat no doubt knew. But surely she also knew that retribution would not be denied for long? 


If she did, she hid it well. She was leaning out again, dimpling away. ‘Enough of marriage, please! Does Huzoor know, this is our first trip out of the city, ever since we came back from the Dakhin? Except for that one hunt with the Padshah Begum, such a beautiful day! But that was just Mehrauli, while this –’ The wave of her slim arm, enveloped in soft folds of embroidered muslin and many fine gold bangles, gathered the dappled shadows of the sugar-cane fields, the huge jamun tree on the side of the road, its plump black-purple fruit splattered in the dust below, the village coming up ahead, even the blue hills in the distance. ‘– Mashallah, this is wilderness! The air smells different, the fields are so wide open, the sky so blue… This is the real Hindustan, Khusro’s jannat, the lush jambudvipa of the Puranas! Our brother is truly fortunate, to be able to travel at will!’


‘You call this fortune? This infinity of a dung-laden road, with unrelentingly stinking villages on either side?’ 


They were passing one now, and the air did indeed smell different, of sweetly ripening grain and acrid wood fires, also mud, garbage and defaecation. All that could be seen of the village was a high mud wall pierced by wooden gates, and behind it, some distance away, a few huts, shabby and unprotected. Some children playing near them came running up, attracted by the grand cavalcade, but fell back at a warning from a soldier. 


‘The benefits of travel are overrated, unless one prefers barbarianism to civilization. We ourselves would be happy to never leave Shahjahanabad, ever!’


A not uncommon sentiment nowadays, although the padshahs of Hindustan were of a peripatetic ancestry and proud of it, styling themselves as Chaghtai, after the son of the great nomad, Chengis Khan. But the present Padshah had been in residence at Shahjahanabad for over a decade now, enough for the rest of the empire to fade away into insignificance for the families and hangers-on of the Court. 


‘– or, not even the whole city, just the Amiron ka Muhallah will do!’


And they still had at least another day before Narnaul. It would take another week to return home. The highway stretched infuriatingly before Shamsher, raised above the surroundings but paved only with dust, which rose – despite the boy sprinkling water ahead of them – under the bare feet of the palki-bearers into the fierce April heat and his own nostrils, and took its own time to settle. As if a reddish mist was on their trail, in which he suddenly saw the red-brown face of Begum, his old Arab–Turk mare, recently dead. Pitted by her sport-loving owner against a friend’s new colt, she had won the race, only to succumb to a heart attack afterwards. Shamsher had felt a rare stab of guilt.


She was to have been buried the morning before their departure. He turned to the aide. ‘Was Begum buried properly, Bhisham?’


‘Agha.’


‘The filth didn’t grab her, did they? You saw it yourself?’ Dead animals usually ended as feasts somewhere or other, depending on their state of deterioration. 


‘Agha.’ 


‘Many thanks, Bhisham. We would have come ourselves…’ But he couldn’t wake up that early. He turned back to the road with a sigh, and then, after a moment, to Zeenat. ‘On the other hand, this is a change, we admit… The city has become tiresome now that the kothas are being criticized. What a nuisance! People are avoiding them and visiting at home, like women! There was a mehfil at the Sahibzada’s the night before we left, where his new Armenian girl performed the dance of seven veils… We were bored!’


‘Ammi-jaan says that Huzoor hasn’t visited his wives in a fortnight,’ remembered Zeenat. Ammi-jaan was the chief begum of their father, being his first wife and, more importantly, his first cousin. That counted for more than the fact that she had only one daughter, their older and married stepsister; Ammi-jaan was the highest in the harem except for an old aunt of the Amir’s. After her came Shamsher’s mother, originally a concubine but elevated to wifehood after producing two sons, while the wife of his second marriage, Zeenat’s mother, ranked third. ‘She is planning to speak to you.’


‘Doesn’t she have any other work?!’ 


Zeenat did not bother to answer. Shamsher knew very well that Ammi-jaan considered this close supervision of the younger generation her most important duty. 


‘Well, we are bored of both,’ he declared. ‘Laila makes us laugh, true, but her face and figure do not please. Sunehra is beautiful, but nothing more. Not one word comes from her mouth, we swear to God, not one move from her body. It is like being with a doll, but for her maids – Khuda be praised for those girls! Though they are always in a rush, undressing us the minute we appear, then rubbing and pushing and prodding all the way, till the job is done and they can report success to Ammi! They are good at it, but we can’t even take a breath before Ammi herself appears, and behind her Ammi-jaan, to check whether a grandson has been started. We tell you –’


‘We smell burning…’


‘– Begum spoke much more to us than – Zeenat!’


She was leaning right out of her palki to peer at the road ahead – not just her face, but an arm and half her torso as well, all swathed in a dupattah of course, but of gold-embroidered Sironj muslin, the finest in all Hindustan, reserved for the highest, and almost completely transparent. Shamsher reached across, grabbed her shoulder and pushed her back, so that she disappeared behind her palki curtains. The shoulder was soft, even more the warm breast that brushed against his hand within the rose-scented curtains. Deliberately, of course.


He turned away in some confusion, to the aide walking at his side. ‘This heat is sickening – Bhisham, love, get a drink, will you? The Shiraz…’ 


The aide nodded to someone who rushed off and returned with a silver flask on a tray. The aide offered it to Shamsher who drew a long draught, then grimaced and spat it out, on the aide and parasol-bearer. ‘Warm!’


‘Agha, forgive me, the ice must have melted despite…’ 


Shamsher shook his head disgustedly. ‘We packed our best brandy and three new wines – the saving grace of this accursed trip, we thought!’


‘Don’t worry, Shamsherbhai.’ Zeenat could not be seen, but her voice was teasing. ‘The next sarai is sure to save you.’


He glared at her curtains, then gave up. ‘Come, let’s have another palki race – double the stakes, 100 rupees!’


Zeenat declined; she wanted to stop a moment to change. She was used to changing her clothes several times a day and it was already past midday. 


But her maid shook her head. The clothes she had washed at night were still damp. There were no more but a few pairs of underclothes, and those made of a muslin so soft that they wore away in a night, and then what would Huzoor do? 


This is what came of leaving home secretly. Zeenat sighed and stared out of her window. The road had entered a dark clump of dhak trees next to a mango orchard. Peacocks stood around, the males with their garishly beautiful tails wide open. She was used to seeing peacocks, also deer and gazelles, in the gardens of her father’s haveli; they looked pretty there, amidst the marble fountains and flowering parterres so carefully tended by many gardeners. Not here, though. It was not just the wildness of the trees and their fiery orange blooms. A dry, ashy whisper weaved softly in the breeze, through the odour of old dung and something rank. The bearers, perhaps? 


‘Mashallah, look at all those fat quail calling us – no, begging us – to kill them! But can we stop for a shoot? Not unless we want to be shot ourselves, by our father!’ Shamsher grimaced, sipped wine, then nodded at her. ‘Not bad, actually. Try some.’


‘Later.’ 


‘Forget about later,’ advised Shamsher glumly. ‘Tomorrow even warm wine might be a beautiful memory! By all that’s holy – who could have imagined such austerity, and by the blood of the pleasure-loving Shah Jahan, the ever-drunk Jehangir? Just imagine if he decides to extend the ban beyond the Court – Shahjahanabad will become a graveyard!’


Zeenat removed a tiny gold-stoppered bottle from a beaded pouch, dipped a finger in, and applied a dot of orange blossom attar on her wrists, throat, between her breasts and on a kerchief as well. 


Shamsher remained glum. ‘And he will no longer hear music, we hear…’ 


‘Shahjahanabad is the home of the darvish and the qawwal, Huzoor – nobody can change that! Why, even his most beloved wives were musicians and kothewalis!’


‘Late wives… We don’t understand it. Let him pray from dawn to dusk if he so desires, and knit prayer caps, and eat only dal and radishes – that’s why his brothers called him the namazi, after all! But why make a public fuss? And he’s supposed to be the smartest of Shah Jahan’s sons!’ 


‘Huzoor’s namazi took his father’s throne, that’s why. Others had tried the same, of course, but he was successful!’ 


‘But –’


‘Baba-jaan was explaining it the other day. Killing a brother for the throne is nothing new, but he didn’t want to be the first to kill a father. But what if there were attempts to restore the old king? So he declared that Hazrat Shah Jahan had brought disaster to the empire, while he, Aurangzeb, would take it to new pinnacles of glory. And he did too, for a bit. Remember how Palamau and Chatgaon were captured, and the Maratha brought to Agra? But those successes are over. Today, Kabul is with the Shah, Shivaji loots Surat at will, Bijapur defies Dilli, and so does Arakan! A new image is needed. So the Conqueror becomes the Saint! Baba-jaan feels –’


Shamsher yawned. He had no interest in politics, even less in his father’s opinions. 


‘Shamsherbhai, we have an idea.’ Zeenat changed the subject easily. ‘Let us continue to Agra later! Huzoor could send word that we are visiting Ammi-jaan’s mother.’ It might give her time.


‘Are you crazy? You must be home at the earliest!’ For his sake. He had to appear as her captor, not abettor. As for her… Shamsher remembered a friend of their father’s, an amir who recently divorced his senior-most wife, a dignified old lady and companion to the Padshah Begum. Why – because her veil fell, revealing her face in public, while she herself was falling from the carriage of an elephant running amok. Such were the standards of the Court. He suddenly couldn’t look at Zeenat.


‘Don’t worry, Shamsherbhai, all will be fine once Baba-jaan sees me!’ She sounded comforting, as if it was he who was in trouble. Did she really believe that? That everything would be fine? Was she so foolish? ‘You are anyway bored with your friends and we would love to see Mumtaz Mahal’s peerless rauza again!’ 


‘Forget it.’ The admonition was more to himself. ‘We’ve had enough of the Rauza-i-Munnawara – one hears of nothing else from your beloved Baba-jaan!’ He threw his wine cup at the aide, and flicked his quirt against the shoulder of his pace-setter. The palki, then the whole cavalcade, picked up speed. ‘When he isn’t sending us on bizarre errands into the wilderness, of course!’


Zeenat sighed. ‘Yes, we forgot to ask – what is this trip for?’ Her chin was on her window, her face shielded by only a handkerchief at her nose, her dupattah fallen to expose even her white throat to everybody in their entourage, if they were foolish enough to lift their eyes from the road, which they were not. 


Shamsher didn’t notice either, in his irritation. ‘To invite someone home. Don’t ask who, we’ve forgotten the name. What are we – a runner with the Imperial Post? You’ve been there before, was all he said, you know the place. As if one remembers anything from nearly two years ago!’ 


‘But, if Huzoor has forgotten the name –’ Zeenat too sought someone in Narnaul, but she knew the name well; it kept her up at night.


‘Bhisham.’


His aide bowed, his gaze at his feet. ‘Agha, Chaudhari Dhan Raj.’


‘A dirty ganwaar, if you please!’


‘Agha, a zamindar,’ said the aide softly. 


‘Is there a difference?’ 


The aide bowed. ‘Agha. Most zamindars are indeed village chiefs. But all have money, thanks to their job as local tax- collectors. Plus they have troops. Often ambition too, as with the Jats in Mathura, or the Yusufzai of Peshawar, or that Shivaji…’ He stopped as Shamsher yawned.


‘How will we find him?’ muttered Zeenat, who had not heard a thing. ‘It looks impossible!’ 


Shamsher was touched by her concern. ‘Do you think Baba explains anything to us? Just ordered us off, while he himself gets back to the vital task of lamenting his empty plot! Ya Khuda, we’re so sick of this talk of gardens, of the perfect garden, of the garden of gardens! It’s now two years since he bought that precious plot, but for what? Just to pay hundreds of architects astronomical sums to produce designs for him to reject!’ 


While filial allowances remained unchanged. His father’s obsession was bitter gall to Shamsher, except that it had left him personally free of parental interference, else having his father on a relatively relaxed commission might have been difficult. For the first time in a long and illustrious military career, the Amir was Tainat-i-Rakab – Reserve Force at Court – but his second son was not offering thanks. 


‘Baba-jaan has taste and passion, but he is a bit cruel to our poor Shamsherbhai,’ murmured Zeenat, letting her curtain drop. 


Much more though to her, whom he called the joy of his life and the star in his eyes. ‘Trust us,’ was all he would say when she pleaded against the proposed royal marriage. Could she trust Shamsher with her secret? She didn’t know him all that well; only from their childhood when he was allowed free access to the zenana. Adult sons were not as welcome, not since the eldest son of Akbar Padshah had fallen for his stepmother, a passion that cost him his father’s affection and the lady her life. Shamsher’s father – who did not have a high opinion of his second son to begin with – had tightened the zenana rules after he married again five years ago, so that Zeenat hardly saw her brother nowadays, except through bamboo chicks and jalis. But he had lived up to her memory of lazy good humour. So far. Perhaps she should be content with the success of her first gamble.


She heard Shamsher’s call for softer music. The musicians fell silent but for the shehnai, and she was just sinking into a doze when her palki jerked, making her bounce. She lifted the curtain, a scolding on her lips, and gasped instead. 


Next to the road were fields. But not the stretches of wheat and tall cane they had seen so far. These fields were empty and deep, crusty black, not a grass stub in sight. In the distance was a heap of equally black ruins of indeterminate shape. 


‘What –?’ Shamsher had been aroused too. ‘What’s all this?’


No one had an answer. The ashiness in the air was unmistakable now, also something vaguely familiar, but nauseatingly so. Like a tandoor, the aide realized, the big clay oven for roasting meat. The horses snorted unhappily. The company moved on and more blackness appeared on both sides, now creeping up like some dark, oily scum, right up to the edge of the road. The smell worsened, became suffocating. Shamsher emptied a bottle of rose attar over a handkerchief and held it to his nose; Zeenat felt worse. 


She lay back, covering her face with her dupattah, but it was not long before a ‘Ya Khuda!’ brought her out again.


It was a set of gallows, right next to the road. Strung with charred and twisted figures. Two more sets stood a merciful distance away. Ten bodies on each, long dead, missing clothes, limbs, and most of their faces. Around them was charred land and heaps of black ruins that now looked like a former village. Even the forest on the other side seemed unwell, no birdsong or chirping. And all the while the smell.


‘Like wood, no?’ Zeenat sounded cool, but Shamsher heard the tremor beneath. It was not the dead or their indignity; Shahjahanabad, like all Hindustani cities, strung the remains of its many capital convictions prominently for all to see, often beheaded, halved or quartered. But not so close to good folk. He could have reached out and touched these. 


He made a sign against the evil eye before flicking his quirt. ‘Faster!’


There was a film of dust in the air ahead. It neared slowly, revealing itself as a cavalcade of five laden bullock carts plus many porters. 


The plump young man on the lead mule jumped off and bowed deeply, touching the mud of the road with a hand, then his red-smeared forehead, and finally his chest. His company moved almost off the road, to allow the noble party to pass with ease.


‘Stop!’ ordered Zeenat to her bearers as she disappeared behind her curtains. Shamsher stopped as well.


The merchant seemed quite overcome, now prostrating himself flat on the road. ‘Salaam Malik, salaam! My humble and unworthy salutations! That I should greet the dust of such a noble presence!’ 


His sweaty round face beamed under its turban, even as his eyes roamed admiringly over the grand party before him, especially the palkis with their layered curtains, their bearers flanked by parasol-carriers. Zeenat’s was actually a cheap one rented by Razia from a private dealer, but the difference was in the wood and the training of the bearers, never in the show. His own dress was the plain cream cotton worn by Surat merchants, but small solitaires twinkled on the entwined fingers. 


‘A strange country, this.’ The invisible Zeenat’s voice was calm, regal, normal. Shamsher knew he should object, but he was interested too.


‘Malik?’ The merchant was rising to his feet, caked in dust, but fell to the ground again. ‘Pardon this fool, but I do not understand…’


‘All this! The burnt fields and those… thuggees, we suppose?’ But the region of Dilli had not heard from those infamous highway robbers for a long time. 


‘Ah – Huzoor, no!’ The merchant was at last upright, palms still joined. ‘These are those wild ganwaar.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Huzoor will have heard of the rebellion of ganwaar? Not worth remembering, of course –’ 


‘You mean we’ve reached Narnaul?’ 


‘No, no, Narnaul is still 15 kos away! But even this, where we stand, was held by those maddened hordes. Ruthless killers, such as Huzoor would never imagine –’


‘You saw them?’


‘Not when they were alive, no – ya Khuda, no! But when the whole business was settled and the army had destroyed every last of their villages, we came this way to see what remained. There were thousands of them, Huzoor – just savages! Women as well. A few were sold for slaves, of course, but who would want such? Most had to be killed. There is a tower of heads as well, ahead –’


Shamsher had opened his eyes. ‘Women?’


‘Malik? Yes! I can’t bear to remember – it was horrifying! So many bodies after the last battle, all naked… Indecent, sickening, not a sight for good people!’ He licked his lips, almost breathless.


‘What do you mean?’ demanded Zeenat. ‘Our soldiers do not kill women!’ 


The man bowed; noble blood was allowed stupidity. ‘Khanum Sahiba, the women were fighting.’


‘What!’ Zeenat pushed aside the inner curtains of her palki; Shamsher didn’t even notice. ‘Are those stories true then?’


‘Huzoor, a thousand curses on my head if I should lie! One should not even think of such things, for every woman is like one’s own mother. But these were whores – carrying guns, giving orders, strutting around like men! The work of the chudail, of course. A witch of powerful magic. Every musket shot of hers brought down three or four soldiers, so I heard, while every man lost on her side was replaced by twenty at night. They ate their prisoners, it seems, and children too – even their own! I cannot describe what I have heard – it’s not fit for Huzoor’s gentle ears. I was sick to the stomach, more than once.’


Shamsher felt sick himself. He turned to Zeenat. ‘Come. We’re getting late.’


‘The road is quite safe now, Malik,’ said the merchant, nodding reassuringly. ‘Though I was worried myself… I even offered a calf to the goddess, though I can hardly afford it! But I think with the army still patrolling, one can take the risk.’


‘What risk?’ asked Zeenat sharply.


‘Khanum, the man-eater. They didn’t find her.’ 


‘But we thought they finished them all!’ 


‘Khanum Sahiba is of course correct, the army finished every scoundrel they found – and if they had found her, they would have surely dealt with her as she deserved...’ He licked his lips again. ‘But they didn’t find her. They searched and searched, but nothing. Just vanished!’ 


Shamsher glared at Zeenat’s window to no avail, then turned away to the huts in the distance; they seemed vaguely threatening. 


‘They say you can’t kill a witch. And this one invoked the magic of Kabir, it seems, the one who changed himself into a lion. And others too. If Hazrat Padshah had not used his own magic, it was all over!’


‘Kabir?’


‘Come on, Zeenat,’ muttered Shamsher. But the merchant’s gabbling excitement seemed to hang in the air, backed by darkening hills and the gloomy carcasses of field and village nearby. Wait, what was that moving in the ruins? ‘Look! Someone –’ 


The someone rose into the air. A crow. 


‘Oh! We thought…’


The merchant nodded in understanding. ‘A bad place, Malik.’


‘Rubbish – just a trick of the light!’ Shamsher glared, first at the man, then at his own turban, fallen off in his panic, and finally at his aide, near whose dusty shoes it lay, unnoticed. It worked. The contraption of red silk was lifted and handed over to another, a signal given for a fresh one. ‘Those brutes are dead and gone, like so many other silly rebels. Enough wastage of time!’ A flick of his quirt set his palki into motion. 


The merchant bowed, deeply, to Zeenat’s palki. ‘Salaam, Huzoor. Many thanks.’ 


He snapped his fingers and a boy came running up, carrying a parcel wrapped in patterned Chinese paper, open at one end to reveal a bolt of carmine silk. The merchant placed on it two rings from his pocket, both of Chinese jade set in gold, presented the whole with another bow to Zeenat via her maid, and told her that his name was Hasmukhlal. He dealt mainly in Gujarat cloth, but had a part-interest in a shop in Shahjahanabad’s Johari Bazaar, where Huzoor would find only the best jades, tiger’s eye, amethyst and carnelian, as Khuda was his witness. 


The gifts disappeared behind the curtains of Zeenat’s palki, her quirt flashed, and she soon caught up with Shamsher. 


‘What a chatterbox!’ Her laugh was strained. 


Shamsher was coldly silent.
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The road did not improve with acquaintance. Gloomy stands of dhak and palas alternated regularly now with stinking stretches of blackness, and more gallows and bodies. Of normal villages, there was not a sign. One by one, members of the party had to retire to the side of the road to be sick. 


The afternoon was cooling off, the low undulating profile of the Aravallis draping itself in shadow here and there. They seemed less friendly now, these hills, even threatening. Zeenat fingered the charms on her silver bracelets, recalling the merchant’s words. As a cool breeze – the first of the day – trickled its way through the darkening trees, she could not stop a shiver. Calm down, she told herself, it was just the smell.


The silence was suddenly oppressive, so she adjusted her mouthful of betel into one cheek and broke it. 


‘Women fighting – what marvellous rubbish! How do they come up with such stories?’


‘How do you know they’re not true?’ mumbled Shamsher drowsily, for his mouth was full of ma’jun.


‘Kik-kik-kik! Keek-keek!’ They jumped but it was just birds, on a partially burnt tree, some with white markings, some with yellow, all shrieking at each other.


‘Shamsherbhai! We aren’t living in the Greek fables, however much we’d love to meet an Amazon!’ Zeenat looked at her maid Razia, who immediately held out a fresh muslin kerchief to be spat into, another to wipe her mouth. 


It was the last kerchief, she whispered. Bibi would have to wait for the washed ones to dry, or spit on the road. 


Zeenat glared but helplessly. 


Suddenly, from over the blue hills, there came an enormous sound. Fierce and booming, it seemed to fill the sky. Shamsher hit his pace-setter’s shoulder with his quirt; the cavalcade came to a stop. But the roar changed even as it filled their heads, as if it was overlapping with a howl. Both died away slowly, to complete silence. Even the birds seemed stunned.


‘What was that?’ Zeenat’s voice was low.


‘A lion?’ Shamsher was suddenly completely awake. ‘At first.’


‘Anyway, it wasn’t close.’ 


‘Didn’t that fellow mention someone who turned himself into a…?’ 


‘Let us start, please,’ interrupted Zeenat very firmly. ‘We must reach the sarai before it is dark!’ They began to move again. 


‘A land of lions, they said,’ mused Shamsher. ‘So we hoped to bag one.’


‘Whatever is Huzoor talking about?’


But a group of people had appeared a little way ahead. Men, women and children, ragged figures carrying bundles. They hurried off the road at the sight of the nobles’ cavalcade.


‘Ya Khuda!’ Zeenat disappeared behind her curtains. ‘Are these corpses come to life?’	


If they were, they were busy ones. They arranged themselves into a circle in the blackened dust, arranged drums and a flute, tied some colourful strips around foreheads and waists, and unrolled a long rope. It was a performance.


The men held the rope taut, one on either end. A child ran up, flipped over the man on to his shoulders and then on to the rope, then did two graceful somersaults along it before leaping over the second man’s head to the ground. 


‘Ya Khuda…’ But Shamsher signalled a slowing down, next to an old man seated near the road. His entourage was happy, cheering for the somersaulting girls more than the boys, especially when their rags flew up. 


One of Shamsher’s musicians jeered, ‘Too easy – and boring!’


A large metal ring appeared, edged with rags and a burning torch to light it with. The flaming ring – now even Zeenat watched – was placed over the rope, held in place by a metal fork gripped by another man below. A boy jumped up, did a somersault through the fire. Cheers. 


‘You!’ Shamsher snapped his fingers at the old man. ‘Wasn’t that a lion that roared just now? Is the road ahead safe?’


The man shook his head. Some of the audience was aiming pebbles at the fiery ring. A girl began the run, to cheers.


The aide addressed Shamsher. ‘Agha, if I might? They won’t understand Urdu.’


One of their soldiers was trying to buy a child, using both speech and arms to get his message across. 


‘Would you try Farsi?’


The aide bowed at the joke. Farsi, though still used for written communication, was hardly spoken nowadays, even at Court. It had been replaced by zabaan-e-Urdu, the language of the army camp and the market, and of Khusro’s verses, which married Farsi to Dilli’s old Khari Boli. The aide tried Khari Boli now, very slowly, to be rewarded by many bows and muttering.


‘Well? What does he say?’ asked Shamsher. 


‘Agha, I think that they have done no wrong.’


Shamsher’s curse was drowned in a cheer as a pebble hit the flaming ring, sending it to the ground. The girl jumping through managed to keep her head and balance, and landed safely. There were some sighs of disappointment. 


Zeenat shook her head. ‘Animals! Throw something and let us be off!’


The aide hid his dismay in a bow, thankful though for the nice deal he had made with the caretaker of animal burials over the late Begum’s body. He flung a copper coin. 


They set off. The negotiations for the child had failed too, ending in abuses from both sides. But Shamsher’s humour was restored. 


‘Useless, all of you – except for that sharpshooter with the pebbles – he must be rewarded!’ He unwrapped another piece of hemp candy and tossed the silk wrapper at the aide. ‘And you, my friend, must polish your Khari Boli!’


The sun was low now. But there was no lowing of cattle returning home, as on previous days, just chirping, along with some gibbering, and then, suddenly, another howl. But thankfully distant. 


‘Agha.’ The aide bowed. ‘It gets spoilt in the capital.’	


‘What nonsense! The capital has the widest exposure of any place. Who is that poet who said that you can find the whole world in Shahjahanabad?’ 


A new sound joined the chirping, a low buzz, like bees.


‘Perhaps all the Shahjahanabads of the world, Agha. Little of the villages.’


‘What is worth finding in a village?’ demanded Zeenat. The aide bowed, eyes on the ground. ‘Huzoor was in these parts before, weren’t you, Shamsherbhai – what did you find?’


‘Boredom!’ Shamsher raised his voice to be heard above the buzzing. ‘It was a hunt for which Kokaltash had been invited. There was talk of lions, so we went along. It remained talk – a couple of cheetahs, and back home!’ 


‘And that ganwaar, Agha, who challenged Huzoor Dewan!’ 


Shamsher’s frown made the aide regret his words. His lord hated being contradicted. 


‘Challenged?’ repeated Zeenat. 


‘Ah – no, Agha… forgive me…’ 


Shamsher shook his head. ‘No, we forgot him! Tell her.’ 


‘Just a ganwaar, Huzoor… A dirty black fellow working in the mud, but impossibly rude, and to the Dewan! Surely high on bhang…’


‘And?’


‘And nothing,’ interrupted Shamsher. ‘He was put right at once, with a club! As Huzoor Know-All here says, must have been bhang!’


Except that it wasn’t the season, thought the aide. And the boy had seemed sober. Very sober.


The buzz was now nearer, and different. Like talking. And horses. Even music.


‘What is that noise?’


‘Agha, it sounds like people.’


Many people. They brought their palkis to a halt. The black fields had vanished, except for their smell. Every direction presented forest. The road ahead climbed up a gentle incline and disappeared.


Zeenat felt a chill. Or was it the memory of the roar earlier? She began a silent prayer to Shaikh Nizamuddin. 


‘D’you think it could be… those rebels?’ breathed Shamsher. 


It didn’t sound as foolish as expected. The buzz was louder. The howling started again.


‘If only we had thought to bring Panditsah’b along!’ Shamsher had great faith in his astrologer. 


‘Agha?’ The aide saw a chance to make amends. ‘If I may go ahead, and check?’ 


‘Ah – fine. Take the soldiers. Probably just a village.’


But the last three villages had been dead. And this noise sounded busier than a village or even a town, more like they were approaching the capital itself. The aide went ahead, followed by the soldiers, and mouthing silent invocations to his family goddesses, the brahmin gods and his agha’s Khuda. 


Shamsher wrestled with himself a moment, then climbed out of his palki, cursed himself for not keeping a sword at hand, and followed. His palki and Zeenat’s followed him, tailed by everybody else, the musicians keeping up a shaky beat. Up the slope, and around the turn. Where they stopped, embarrassed. The aide who had just remembered Kabir now forgot him. 


It was an army camp. Small, and still some distance away, for the road had to first descend the hill, then traverse a long, noisy bazaar chaotic with all kinds of tents, vehicles, animals and bustling people, before reaching a stream, and on its banks, a neat walled military encampment.


Two men stood a little way ahead, on either side of the road, wearing armour and carrying lances and shields. They took one look at the approaching palkis and bowed before coming up. Their commander, Kunwar Bishnu Singh, they declared, required them to know the lords’ name and check their luggage. 


They looked nervous, though, at the glare of disbelief on Shamsher’s face. 


‘Fools!’ barked the aide. ‘You dare stop Amirzada Syed Shamsheruddin Khan, son of Amir –?’ 


But, before the soldiers could respond to the great name, Zeenat’s voice rang out from behind her curtains. ‘Are the ahadi regiments here?’


All the men turned, but only to stare, till she repeated her question. 


‘Begum…’ answered one soldier, with a bow. ‘Ahead, near Narnaul.’


‘Throw something, Shamsherbhai, and let us be off.’


Shamsher opened his pouch distractedly and threw some coins on the road. 


The soldier bowed and picked them up. ‘Huzoor. Please proceed.’


‘No, you proceed! Both of you – to the gatehouse and 20 lashes, scoundrels – but first, check the luggage!’


The new arrival was a short man, middle-aged, overweight and rather strange. Was it the grey-blue eyes, slightly rimmed with red? Or the almost-black skin? Or the crumpled tunic and badly dyed hair that showed its grey roots? Neither his mount, a small but dignified Tattu pony, nor the official-looking badge on his chest, could counter the disreputable impression of these, as unlike an officer as anything Shamsher had ever seen. The guards looked confused as well, till he lashed at one with his whip. ‘And show me those coins!’


The soldier handed them over unhappily and headed off along with his companion. The fat man looked at his own palm and whistled, before lifting his face to meet Shamsher’s puzzled scowl. The pale eyes narrowed as they roamed all over him, from his red silk Rajput turban, to the silver and pearl work on his satin jacket – in a pleasing midnight blue that sat well over the pale-green embroidered muslin of his jama, and the emerald and gold-flecked sash at his waist – and even down to his paijamas, of a blue that matched the vest, and embroidered kid leather sandals, all of it cut to the close fit advised in the Mirzanama. Shamsher was not unused to lingering male glances but he was tempted to reach for his sword now, if only he had it. Finally, after apparently counting the stones on each of Shamsher’s fingers, the pale gaze came back to his face. Then the man smiled. Or sneered. 


‘Surely my gentle lord understands that the law in a war zone is for all, from ashraf to arzal, as laid down by Akbar Padshah himself?’ 


Shamsher, who had never heard of any law for all, glared. ‘A-are you aware of whom you address? Our father is Amir –. And are you drunk on duty?’


The man bowed low over the pony, then had to brace a hand against its neck to rise back. ‘Not enough to forget one of the biggest names in Hindustan, but clearly too much to recall the rights of a general’s son. Or are there none? Nonetheless, I am deeply apologetic, Huzoor Amirzada. A commoner would have lost his balls for trying to corrupt a soldier, but for Huzoor it is of course the norm.’ 


‘Your insolence –’


‘– will have to be paid for, I’m sure, Syedsah’b. Meanwhile, farewell!’ He jerked his mount away, and disappeared around the outcrop ahead.


Without, noted the aide, returning the silver.
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‘The Court is crazy.’


It was that statement that the aide remembered. It took him back, to the kotha of Rashidabai, some months ago. The evening was nearly over, the music softer, the chandelier lights lower, the conversations louder and looser around empty pitchers. He was sitting on a stool behind Shamsher’s couch, watching him lose at cards. Murmurs about the increased taxation on Kafir merchants could be heard from behind a couple of pillars. At another table, more visible, a drunken conversation about horses among some well-to-do youngsters, not unlike Shamsher’s own party but Rajputs from clothes and ornament, was interrupted by the arrival of a young man of notable good looks. The enthusiasm with which he was greeted attracted attention. 


‘Mashallah! Huzoor, salaam! But you were in Narnaul?’


‘Abhaysah’b! How was your war, janaab? You look well, jai Ramji ki!’


‘And after fighting women, so we heard!’


Loud laughs. The young man smiled, rather contemptuously, but returned the greetings. ‘Aadaab! We are off-duty for two days, so –’


‘But do tell, janaab, is it true about the women?’


‘Please!’ begged another dramatically. 


‘Yes, enough jokes! How can women fight?’


‘Like devils!’ He sat down, ignoring the tray of goblets proffered by a serving woman, and cast a sharp look around the hall instead. The aide saw a typical young officer’s face, of well-fed birth and arrogance, though the bright stare was too ambitious for dignity. His dress was sober, a vest of plain black satin over a cream silk jama, none of the colours or embroidery or scarves or brooches of his friends. A modest pearl necklace on his chest, a red tika on his forehead, a sword in a plain sheath on one side of his belt, and a dagger stuck into the other. A bandage around one wrist.


‘What –? Quiet, all of you! Huzoor, tell us more!’


‘Actually fighting? What did they look like?’


‘Did you see the witch?’


He shook his head but smiled, accepted a goblet now and sipped, then paused, smoothing his moustaches again. He wanted everybody’s attention. Ambitious, for sure. 


‘Well… She did not introduce herself, no doubt with good reason.’ Another smile. ‘But the truth is they fought savagely and it was only when the day was done that we realized they were women. By God, it was not easy to face. The men were shaken. We were almost driven from the field.’


He drank some more.


‘But we recovered, for Hazrat Padshah was with us. Ya Khuda, we cannot imagine what the situation would be now otherwise! Actually, we prepared for battle in the wrong frame of mind, thanks to the reports. The local regiments destroyed. The rebel forces growing. And the reports of magic, of this witch. What was the point of fighting – the men asked – when every time your sword brought down an enemy, you were only giving birth to more of his kind, or worse – her kind! We officers had no answer. All the world’s armies have no answer to magic! We still remember the morning of our departure from here, a horribly gloomy morning, the sky cloudy and the horses skittish. Bad signs everywhere. The astrologers advised us not to leave. But that was before Hazrat Shahinshah arrived at the Lahore Darwaza…’ A pause, everybody held their breath. ‘Mashallah, that moment! He climbed the podium and personally unwrapped new banners for the pennants, and began to pray over them. The effect was amazing. The entire world became quiet as he prayed, we could hear even the…’ 


The whole hall was leaning forward, completely rapt, but the aide heard something too. A giggle? Surely not? 


‘He was as in a trance, whispering to the banners. We could not move, or breathe even. One hour, perhaps more. The new banners were then raised on their stands, carrying invocations to all the gods, in Arabic, Farsi and Urdu, and a new strength seemed to enter all of us. Suddenly we were eager for battle –’


He stopped because the sound was unmistakable now. The speaker looked around sharply and located the laugher at the table which had earlier muttered about the taxes on Kafir merchants.


He raised his voice. ‘Huzoor? Do you laugh at us?’


‘Apologies.’ The voice. The aide could not see the speaker though. ‘Apologies…. Please continue. It is very entertai – I mean –’ A smothered giggle. ‘Interesting.’


The officer rose, his cheeks dark, and a carved dagger suddenly in his hand. The entire hall leant forward again. But he took only two steps before a serving girl carrying drinks managed to rush into him. The aide heard gasps and the breaking of glass as she was thrust aside. Other girls followed, however, with kebabs and hookahs. The musicians began a new beat as a new dancer – as lissom, doe-eyed and scantily draped as the others, but perhaps a little bit more so – appeared on the dance floor. If all this was not enough, the owner of the kotha, the renowned Rashidabai herself, shimmering in silk and diamonds, appeared from nowhere to lay a plump, bejewelled and distinctly imperious hand on the young man’s arm. 
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