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The Missing Corpse


Muzaffar Jang, a handsome man of twenty-five, stretched out his tall, broad frame on the mattress and winced as his hand brushed against the bolster. His brother-in-law, Farid Khan, the kotwal of Dilli, bestowed a sympathetic look on the younger man. Khan Sahib’s wife, Zeenat Begum, looked daggers at her husband, as if he were to blame for her beloved brother’s pains and aches.

Muzaffar noticed the look and grinned. ‘I am the one who plunged into those adventures, Aapa,’ he said. ‘If I’d left Faisal to his own fate and not gone looking for the real murderer, I wouldn’t have got hurt. And I couldn’t not look out for Faisal, could I?’

Less than a week had passed since Muzaffar’s adventure revolving around a pair of mysterious Englishmen and the courtesan – alas, cruelly murdered – who had loved one of them and had been in the know of certain highly reprehensible activities against the Imperial Exchequer. Matters had been cleaned up satisfactorily. Muzaffar’s friend Faisal, a jeweller’s assistant, had been exonerated of the crime of murdering a wealthy amir. Muzaffar’s other dear friend Akram – who had begun by being Muzaffar’s enemy – had been consoled on the sad blow to his love life, and Muzaffar was nursing a shoulder and a hand that had been injured in the course of his escapades.

Zeenat Begum sniffed, unconvinced. She had brought him up after their mother died in childbirth; Muzaffar knew that her concern for him was both that of a loving sister and of a mother. He watched, his face carefully expressionless, as she examined his hand.

‘I will go to the kitchens and prepare a salve for this,’ she pronounced, finally. ‘Keep it still, here – on the bolster. Don’t let it hit anything. Do you have a clean handkerchief? Yes? Give it to me, I’ll drape it over your hand so that it remains protected.’ She muttered something about the heat and dust of summertime Dilli as she fussed.

She had been gone a few minutes when the curtain at the door was pulled aside and Khan Sahib’s young servant Rashid stepped deferentially into the dalaan, ushering in a slim figure that looked vaguely familiar to Muzaffar. Recognition came a moment later; Ibrahim Hussain was a well-known face in court, known more for the elegance of his attire than for his ability to ride the waves of court politics. Now, looking at the untidily tied turban and the crumpled choga, Muzaffar could only surmise that Ibrahim Hussain had left home in a hurry.

And so it proved. Hussain Sahib, initially reluctant to discuss matters of delicacy in the presence of a stranger, was eventually persuaded to at least divulge the essence of what perturbed him. He directed a worried glance at Muzaffar before saying to Khan Sahib, ‘I fear a murder has been committed in my house, and that too by one of my close relatives.’

Muzaffar straightened, wincing as the action jolted his still-healing shoulder. Kotwal Sahib exchanged a quick, wordless look with Muzaffar, noting the sudden interest in the younger man’s eyes. He gave a brief smile. ‘This intrigues you, doesn’t it, Muzaffar?’ he said. Then, addressing Ibrahim Hussain, he added, ‘Muzaffar unearthed that scandal surrounding the death of Mirza Murad Begh.’

Interest flickered momentarily in Hussain Sahib’s eyes. ‘The embezzlement of the taxes? Ah.’

‘Ten days ago, I would not have imagined that my brother-in-law could have shown such a talent for investigation. Today, I must admit to a respect for his adeptness. It would do you no harm, I think, to speak out in front of Muzaffar. I can vouch for his discretion, and he may well be able to provide valuable insights that would help me.’
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Ibrahim Hussain’s haveli had a restrained, sophisticated beauty to it. The dalaan to which Muzaffar and Khan Sahib were escorted by a steward, a small retinue of lamp-men and their host himself, was an elegant plastered chamber, its walls polished to an alabasterlike sheen. The carpets were Persian; the porcelain, flower vases and lamps in the niches of the walls understated and fine; even the sherbet chilled and sweetened to just the right degree.

‘I sent my servants off to search the grounds for the body,’ said Ibrahim Hussain, ‘while I came rushing to meet you.’

Kotwal Sahib nodded. ‘And you said you feared the murder had been committed by one of your own relatives. Whom do you suspect?’

For a few moments, the man looked discomfited, caught between the necessity of asking for help and reluctance to wash dirty linen in public. Finally, he replied, ‘My younger brother, Zafar. We had a quarrel earlier today, and then this happened… I went to the qutb khana to get a book, and found it in a shambles. There was –’

Muzaffar cut in, ‘I would suggest we go to the qutb khana and see it for ourselves.’

So Hussain Sahib, with the steward and the lamp-men again forming part of the procession, led them through the khanah bagh, the central garden of the haveli, now cloaked in darkness, and to the qutb khana, the library that lay beyond. Off to the left loomed the single-domed bulk of the household mosque. To the right was the mahal sara, the quarters of the ladies of Hussain Sahib’s household. The qutb khana was housed in a single, mid-sized hall, with a narrow veranda in front. The little retinue made its way up the four steps to the wide cusped arch that formed the main entrance to the library. Two servants had been stationed outside the hall. In response to Hussain Sahib’s query, one of them reported that nobody had approached the qutb khana since the discovery of the incident.

‘Are men always on guard here?’ Muzaffar asked Ibrahim Hussain.

‘No. There’s no need. There are guards at the gate; they’re sufficient to keep out intruders.’

The three omrah stood on the veranda, waiting for the lamp-men to illuminate the qutb khana. ‘I dare not keep the lamps burning while the qutb khana is unoccupied,’ Ibrahim Hussain explained. ‘What if a fire broke out?’ He shuddered, eyes closing briefly at the mere thought of the potential catastrophe. ‘I would sooner have my fortune decimated than lose my books.’

‘You are fond of reading?’ Muzaffar asked.

Kotwal Sahib smiled, well aware of Muzaffar’s own passion for books. ‘I doubt there is another amir at court so well respected as a man of the pen.’

‘Hardly a man of the pen, Khan Sahib,’ Ibrahim Hussain said, with a modest inclination of his head. ‘I am only as poorly or as well read as any of my colleagues. But ever since I arrived in Dilli and discovered the many opportunities here for obtaining fine books, I have become an unabashed fanatic. I suppose I can lay claim to a love of books that not many others share. Not just for the classics, but for any book. I am,’ – he turned to Muzaffar, eyes aglow with a passion that Muzaffar guessed even surpassed his own – ‘a lover of paper and ink and paints and gold leaf. I can exult over the beauty of calligraphy and the excellence of a miniature painting, even if what is written is not considered to be literature of the finest order.’

The lamp-men had finished lighting up the qutb khana. They emerged in single file, the steward bringing up the rear. Ibrahim Hussain, with a wave of his hand, indicated that Kotwal Sahib and Muzaffar should precede him into the qutb khana.

It was a plain, unpretentious room. The walls were white plaster, a mere hint of a painted arabesque running along the bottom the only form of decoration. The niches in the walls were similar to those of the dalaan, but instead of Chinese porcelain and flowers, they held newly lit lamps. At one end of the qutb khana were a few takhats, low wooden platforms covered with white-sheeted mattresses, each with its complement of bolsters. On one takhat sat a small wooden desk with an inkwell beside it. The walls on three sides of the room were lined with shelves, along with a few heavy wooden chests on the floor below. On the shelves were books, each manuscript wrapped in a piece of silk. The chests, too, Muzaffar realized, would contain books – the more valuable ones, perhaps, which Ibrahim Hussain would not want to put out on a shelf. There would be the usual volumes, of Sa’adi – Golestan and Bostan, definitely – of Omar Khaiyyam; also classics like Yusuf u Zulaykha and the Dastaan-e-Amir Hamza; and, if Hussain had been diligent in searching out rare manuscripts, perhaps a copy of the Tuzuk-e-Jahangiri, the memoirs of the late Emperor. There may well be oddities here, he guessed, maybe even a copy of the Nimatnama, that hedonist’s treasure-trove of recipes.

Muzaffar walked forward towards the wall, looking at the shelves of books. Ibrahim Hussain’s qutb khana was not, as he would have had them believe, a manifestation of a frivolous – if expensive – love for the paintings in books; this was a bibliophile’s qutb khana. Each shelf was labelled, the classification going as far as to follow the system used at the Imperial Qutb Khana: every topic and every subject neatly slotted into one of thirteen categories. There were commentaries on the Qur’an and books on law and theology; there was poetry, music, astrology and medicine; philosophy and philology, astronomy, geometry and Sufism. It was an impressive library.

‘Look at that,’ Ibrahim Hussain said. He was now in the far right corner of the room, pointing to the floor. The polished plaster was splattered with bright red blood that had still not dried.

Muzaffar grimaced. ‘A lot of blood.’

‘And no corpse,’ Ibrahim Hussain added. He indicated a chest that stood about five feet from where they were. ‘Come and look at this.’

The three men moved across to the chest, a heavy wooden affair inlaid with geometric patterns in silver. Here were more stains: drops and splatters of blood, some as large as a man’s palm, some barely enough to have spilt from a cut finger. Ibrahim Hussain pulled up the hasp of the chest and hauled the lid back. The fragrance of camphor, placed inside to guard against moths, wafted out. Inside the chest, stacked in haphazard piles, was part of Ibrahim Hussain’s collection of books.

Each book had been wrapped in an individual piece of silk, to keep it safe from grubby fingers and mould. But the silk had been no deterrent to a knife wielded by a madman intent on destruction. Kotwal Sahib winced and Muzaffar frowned as they gazed down at the brutally ripped silk, the pulled threads and the hacked, vandalized binding showing through. Someone had attacked the books, flinging them about in the chest, pulling them askew, tearing into them with a ferocity Muzaffar found incomprehensible.

‘There are bloodstains on some of these coverings,’ Muzaffar said. ‘Why would anybody try to murder someone inside a chest?’

Kotwal Sahib shrugged. ‘Perhaps you better tell us how and when you discovered this, Hussain Sahib,’ he said.

‘There isn’t much beyond what you see,’ the amir said. ‘I have recently acquired an especially fine copy of the Akbarnama. It was delivered this morning. About an hour ago, I came to the qutb khana to retrieve the book. I wanted to study it at my leisure. When I arrived, this is what I found.’

‘Nothing more? Just the blood and the slashed books?’

‘Yes – and some books have been stolen.’ Muzaffar raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh? Which ones? Can you tell?’

Ibrahim Hussain looked mildly embarrassed. ‘The Makzan-e-Afghan,’ he said, after a moment’s thought. ‘And a work on astronomy, not very good, I’m afraid. But as to the others – I can’t name them all. I can tell they’re missing, though; there should be more books in this chest.’ He gave a watery, resigned smile. ‘Perhaps I should be grateful that they weren’t especially valuable books. Certainly not irreplaceable.’

Muzaffar and Kotwal Sahib exchanged a puzzled glance. ‘Let me get this straight,’ Khan Sahib finally said. ‘The more valuable books in your collection are safe? Untouched?’

Ibrahim Hussain nodded. Muzaffar, standing next to the vandalized chest, looked down into it reflectively. He had assumed that Ibrahim Hussain stored his more valuable books in the chests; that, it seemed now, had been a mistaken notion. He bent and flipped through some of the books. This was a mixed lot; there were old, shabby books here, a few, now moth-eaten, ones inscribed with a name not Ibrahim Hussain’s own. ‘Those are mainly duplicates,’ Hussain said. ‘An uncle bequeathed to me the contents of his qutb khana. I didn’t have the heart to throw them away.’

Muzaffar lowered the lid of the chest. Kotwal Sahib asked Ibrahim Hussain, ‘You said you suspected your younger brother of having done this. A quarrel, you said? About what?’

‘He is much younger than I am. He was a baby when our father died. I brought Zafar up, and I have controlled his finances all this while. Now that he is seventeen, Zafar feels he should be allowed free rein. He does not want me to say a word about where and how he spends his money. But he is still a child, Khan Sahib, impetuous and extravagant. If I don’t guide him, he will certainly drive himself into debt – or bring disgrace to the entire family.’

‘And you think Zafar may have done this? To spite you?’

‘It shows all the signs of a tantrum, doesn’t it?’

‘Who was murdered?’ Muzaffar said, breaking the awkward silence that followed.

Ibrahim Hussain blinked. Muzaffar had a fleeting suspicion that the man had forgotten all about the yet undiscovered dead body. ‘My servants are searching the grounds,’ Ibrahim Hussain replied. ‘They will report once they have finished – or found the corpse, of course.’

Muzaffar glanced towards the trail of blood from the chest across the floor. His gaze wandered further. There were more traces of blood: small, barely visible stains that went all the way to the doorway. Muzaffar moved forward, following the trail. He stopped at the door and looked back at Kotwal Sahib and Ibrahim Hussain. ‘I think I will join your servants in their quest, Hussain Sahib,’ he said, and stepped out.
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Muzaffar had supposed that anyone dragging a corpse through the grounds would have left signs of passage. Flattened grass, broken twigs, perhaps a stain on the low bushes bordering the garden.

He found nothing, not even in the blaze of the lamps held by two lamp-men.

Behind him, three sets of footsteps – the lumbering, steady thudding of Khan Sahib’s feet, the lighter and more graceful steps of Ibrahim Hussain and the quick gait of another man – descended the steps leading from the qutb khana into the garden. With the two noblemen was now one of the men who had been guarding the qutb khana.

‘This man may be of some help, Jang Sahib,’ Ibrahim Hussain said by way of explanation. ‘He knows which way the servants went.’

The servant, a wiry man with bright eyes shining out of an intelligent face, dipped his head in salutation to Muzaffar, and pointed ahead, to the left. ‘That way, huzoor,’ he said. ‘Some have spread out across the grounds, searching elsewhere, but the ones with the dog went that way.’

‘They got a pariah dog from somewhere,’ Ibrahim Hussain added. ‘A short while ago, since I returned from your haveli, Khan Sahib.’

Ahead of them, half-screened by the trees inside the outer wall, hovered a shifting group of men – a group that moved like a snake, coiling silently forward, fanning out, then coming together and huddling close. Men left the group, then came back; others joined, their silhouettes sharp against the flames of the torches. The sounds of excited chattering and the persistent yapping of the dog drifted on the breeze.

The dog had found something. One man, who had tied a rope around the animal’s neck, was pulling the creature back from digging up whatever it was.

The ground had been disturbed here – partly, perhaps, by the dog. Muzaffar got the impression that whoever had scrabbled at the soft moist earth had made a very half-hearted, amateurish attempt to hide their tracks. Loose earth lay scattered about a small mound. A fresh branch, heavy with foliage, had been placed over the mound, a few leaves tugged off it and scattered about.

‘That isn’t large enough to bury a corpse,’ Khan Sahib observed.

Muzaffar beckoned to the nearest lamp-man to hold his lamp closer to the ground. He bent, peering at the leaves and the branch, then looked up at Ibrahim Hussain and Khan Sahib. ‘There’s dried blood on the leaves. Let’s see what lies underneath.’

With the help of a short, sturdy branch and two servants, Muzaffar was able to unearth what had been interred so clumsily. ‘Books,’ he said, shaking off the earth from one tome as he pulled it out. Another, and yet another, emerged. By the end of it, seven books – or what remained of seven books – lay in a bloodied, muddy, ragged pile beside the hole. Muzaffar, opening the cover of the topmost book, read the inscription on it. ‘It’s your Makzan-e-Afghan, Hussain Sahib,’ he said. ‘I think we’ve found your missing books. And these are in a much worse condition than the ones in the chest.’

He ordered the servants to stand aside while he pushed a hand down into the hole and searched again, his fingers systematically sweeping the damp interior, from side to side and up and down. Around him, faces aglow in the flickering light of the lamps, stood the kotwal, the master of the house and the servants.

Muzaffar suddenly stiffened, his eyebrows snapping together.

‘What’s the matter?’

‘I’ve found something.’ His fingers worked, pushing away the soil, pulling at the elusive alien hardness buried in the earth along with the books.

Finally, triumphantly, he drew forth a knife. It was an ordinary, unornamented knife, its rounded hilt devoid of all decoration. Muzaffar held it by the very tip of the hilt. ‘Here we are,’ he said. ‘A bad attempt at concealment. I’m pretty certain there’s nothing else to be found here.’ He turned to look up at Ibrahim Hussain. ‘Perhaps the dog could be taken around the rest of the grounds, to see if it can find anything else.’
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But the dog found nothing. It ran, nose to the ground and barking in a frenzied way, up to the water channel that bisected the garden; and there the trail went cold. The dog whined, disappointed; and Ibrahim Hussain invited Khan Sahib and Muzaffar to accompany him back to the dalaan. ‘It’s more comfortable,’ he said. ‘And it’s time we had dinner.’

It was on the way back to the dalaan that the muffled sounds drifting from the mahal sara – sounds that Muzaffar had initially assumed were the usual ones of a household – began to resolve into a definite, distressed disturbance. Somewhere inside the mahal sara, a woman was weeping, her sobs interspersed with words, muted and distorted by the walls of the low building. A quivering, half-hysterical voice, carrying on a harangue: ‘Who knows how long I shall live? Perhaps I will be gone soon – it is unforgiveable –’ Kotwal Sahib was pretending he had not heard. Muzaffar, mentally classifying this as an instance of a neglected wife indulging in a fit of the sullens, walked on quietly. Ibrahim Hussain, his face set and his shoulders rigid, began talking in a hoarse, hurried tone about his brother Zafar. ‘If Zafar is the culprit, I cannot have the family’s name dragged through mud. It can be hushed up, can it not?’

Khan Sahib looked grim. ‘That depends. You may choose to overlook the destruction of your books. But what about the kin of the victim? What is to keep them from demanding justice?’

‘But surely a fine – that is often the penalty, isn’t it? If we were to pay a considerable amount as a fine to the family, that might be sufficient –’

‘It depends,’ Khan Sahib repeated. ‘Let us not talk of that yet. Once we have ascertained the identity of the victim, we may make conjectures about possible solutions to this problem. Not before that.’

So Ibrahim Hussain, with a final despairing glance at the kotwal, led the way into the dalaan. Servants were preparing to serve dinner here, a youth laying out bowls of cool yoghurt alongside pickled limes and ginger, while another brought in a vast platter of rice cooked with chickpeas. Other servants followed, loaded down with kababs, with lamb cooked in yoghurt, with haleem – crushed wheat cooked with ground meat and spices – and with naans, rotis and an array of chutneys and murabbas.

‘I can’t understand it,’ Ibrahim Hussain said as they ate. ‘Where did the corpse disappear? And why are there no drag marks anywhere? Anybody who took a corpse all that distance must have carried it to leave nothing but a few drops of blood along the way. Has there been a giant demon at work here, a rakshas as the Hindus call it?’ He grinned feebly. After a moment, his expression reverting to its original gravity, he added, ‘What worries me even more is: who was killed?’

‘Is everybody in your household accounted for?’

Ibrahim Hussain shrugged. ‘The family, yes. As for the servants, I have ordered the steward to conduct a muster. We’ll know soon enough.’

But the steward could find nobody missing. All the servants – the guards, the water-bearers, the lamp- men, the cooks, the palanquin-bearers, the eunuchs and maids in the mahal sara, the dozens of other people who kept Ibrahim Hussain’s large household – were present. ‘A maid wishes to convey a message from Begum Sahiba, huzoor,’ the steward added.

A minute later, the maid, a diminutive woman with her face well hidden, was giving Hussain Sahib the message from his mother. Begum Sahiba begged that her son pay her a visit. It had been a long time since she had had the pleasure of his company; she missed him.

‘Tell my mother that I shall present myself at the mahal sara as soon as I am free,’ Ibrahim Hussain said in a tight, uncomfortable voice. ‘Tomorrow, perhaps.’

The woman murmured a barely audible acknowledgment, and turned to go. ‘Why have you come with this message?’ Hussain Sahib said, bringing the maid to a halt. ‘Where is Fatima?’

‘She is unwell, huzoor,’ the maid said. ‘So Begum Sahiba sent me instead.’

When the maid had gone, Ibrahim Hussain turned to his guests. ‘I beg your pardon,’ he said stiffly. ‘With increasing age, my mother has becoming increasingly demanding. Since I am her oldest living offspring, she tends to be possessive.’ He glared back defiantly at Khan Sahib and Muzaffar, as if daring them to say that a son’s first duty was towards an aging mother. But Muzaffar and Khan Sahib held their tongues, and Ibrahim Hussain, after an awkward harrumph, added, ‘And now this Fatima is ill. She’s the only one my mother listens to, somewhat. I hope she mends soon; I can’t have her lying in bed for days altogether, leaving my mother to whine and pine and drive herself into a frenzy.’

With a shrug, he abandoned the topic. ‘There seems to be nobody missing from the household,’ he said. ‘Family and servitors are all accounted for. That means an outsider was murdered, I suppose.’

‘It seems like it,’ Khan Sahib said. ‘You have guards at the gate, though – what do they know of who came in during the day?’

‘My steward asked them, but they were hardly of any help. People come and go all day long. Grain and vegetables and cloth and whatnot are delivered; messengers and petitioners and guests come and go. It is impossible to keep track of all who visit.’

Muzaffar picked up a slice of musk melon. ‘Not many of those people would be able to make their way to the qutb khana. It’s too deep inside the grounds for the average messenger or wagoner to penetrate without being noticed.’ He took a bite out of the slice, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and continued: ‘And then there’s the entire setup, which seems very strange indeed. The fact that your books were ripped up suggests an attempt to get at you. But that an outsider was murdered – that seems as if the grudge was not against you, but against someone else.’ He bit into the melon again, chewed with a distant look in his eyes, and then asked, ‘Do you know if your brother harbours an enmity for someone outside this household?’

‘Possibly. I do not know.’

‘I would like to speak to him. But, to return to the original premise, what we have to find out is if there is anybody who may possibly wish to harm you and an outsider. The outsider more than you.’

‘The killing of the outsider could have been an accident,’ Khan Sahib remarked. ‘But think, Hussain Sahib – is there anyone who may wish to harm or at least inconvenience you, and perhaps harm another – an outsider?’

Ibrahim Hussain frowned, his eyes focused on the tray of melon on the white sheet in front of him. He reached across, forehead puckered in concentration, and lifted a slice. Then, drawing a jade-hilted dagger from his cummerbund, he began slicing the melon into thin, precise slivers. When he glanced up at Khan Sahib, his eyes were narrowed. ‘There is only one such man I can think of,’ he said. ‘Abdul Qadir. He was my librarian till I dismissed him two days ago.’

Khan Sahib exchanged a glance with Muzaffar. It was Muzaffar who spoke. ‘Why was he dismissed? And what reason would he have for murdering one not of your household?’

‘Do you know Mohammad Shahnawaz? He too is a lover of books. We often find ourselves competing to procure the same books, but we are friends nevertheless. Two days ago, Mohammad Shahnawaz brought me a book that he had been offered – for a large sum, I may add – by a man named Ahmed Qadir. Mohammad Shahnawaz has visited my qutb khana often enough to be familiar with my books. He persuaded Ahmed Qadir to allow him to keep the book for a day to examine it.’

‘Which book was it?’ Muzaffar asked, intrigued.

‘The Tutinama. It is a beautiful piece of work, with over 200 illustrations.’

‘That must be splendid.’ The Tutinama – ‘Tales of a Parrot’ – written in the 14th century by the Sufi saint and physician Nakhshabi, centred around a woman called Khojasta, whose husband goes on a journey of fifty-two days. Through those fifty-two nights, to keep Khojasta chaste and faithful to her husband, her parrot relates to her a moralistic story each night. The stories were entertaining enough; embellished with the miniature paintings that traditionally accompanied the text, the book could be priceless.

‘Anyway, though the cover did not have any inscriptions regarding its ownership, Mohammad Shahnawaz thought the book looked familiar. He brought it to me, and sure enough, I recognized it as mine. My copy was missing, and this one had marks I knew as having been in my Tutinama. It is a favourite of mine; I have read it and admired its paintings often enough to be able to distinguish it from amidst ten other copies.’

‘I suppose this Ahmed Qadir turned out to be a relative of your librarian, Abdul Qadir?’

‘His brother. Ahmed was a fence, Abdul was the one who stole the books and removed some traces of their ownership. I will probably never know how many books they stole from me.’

‘Didn’t you miss any of these books?’

The man looked sheepish. ‘I have a large collection. And I would think he probably searched out books that he knew I rarely, if ever, looked at. He must have been terribly daring to steal the Tutinama. I was certain to have missed it sooner or later.’

‘You think he would want to have his revenge on you and Mohammad Shahnawaz, then?’

‘It seems plausible.’

‘Yes, but we had better put it to the test.’ Muzaffar beckoned to the servant who held the sailabchi, and washed his hands in the stream of water the man poured over his hands and into the lattice-covered bowl underneath. ‘Let us pay Mohammad Shahnawaz a visit.’ He wiped his hands on the napkin the servant held out. ‘And then, if you should know where Abdul Qadir may be found, him too. But first, I should like to meet – alone – your younger brother.’
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Zafar suffered from bad skin and had an air of being withdrawn, as if he would rather not have anything to do with the world. He stared fixedly at his feet while Muzaffar introduced himself and explained the reason for his visit. It was only when Muzaffar said, ‘Would you know anything of what happened?’, that Zafar’s head tilted up. He had vivid greenish-brown eyes, large and disconcertingly bright. His gaze met Muzaffar’s, then turned back to his feet.

‘How should I know what happened?’ he said in a gruff voice that hovered on the edge of belligerence.

Muzaffar waited.

Finally, after fidgeting restlessly for about a minute, Zafar said, ‘My brother’s books got stolen, and there was blood everywhere, wasn’t there?’ He laughed, a bitter laugh devoid of all happiness. ‘Serves him right! I hope the thief took away his most precious books.’

‘You did not happen to see anything, did you?’

The youth shook his head vigorously. ‘Not me. I have better things to do than to prowl around the qutb khana. I’d run the risk of being caught and given a lecture by my brother. No, thank you.’

‘So where were you this evening?’

‘Here, in my room. And I went to the mahal sara for a while to visit my mother.’

‘Ah. That must have pleased her. She has been missing her sons, I believe.’

Those bright eyes looked up again, and this time continued to look into Muzaffar’s eyes unblinkingly. Zafar said nothing. It was Muzaffar who finally looked down, at the younger man’s hands. They were clenched into fists at his elbows as he faced Muzaffar, his arms folded across his chest. Zafar’s hands, Muzaffar noticed, were long-fingered and beautiful; elegant hands that would have been perfect if they had been completely clean – but they were not. The fingernails held traces of the dark soil that Muzaffar had had to scrub so hard to get off his own hands before he sat down to dinner.

He gestured towards Zafar’s hands. ‘Where did you get so much mud on your fingers?’

Zafar looked down at his hands, his eyes widening suddenly. ‘The servants told me some books had been found. I went to see for myself. I must have got some dirt on my hands then.’

‘Blood, too,’ Muzaffar said mildly, indicating the cuff of Zafar’s sleeve. A smear, reddish-brown and dried now, marked the edge of the thin muslin. ‘I remember there was blood on those leaves. Anyhow, I shall not trouble you anymore. Should you recall anything that may be of significance, you will inform Hussain Sahib, won’t you?’
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Mohammad Shahnawaz was not at home. ‘He has been gone since the afternoon,’ his steward explained. ‘I do not know where he may be, but I shall inform you once he returns, if that is what you wish, huzoor.’

‘Also inform Hussain Sahib if your master should not return by morning,’ Muzaffar said, and left the steward looking puzzled.

Abdul Qadir was at home, sullen and tetchy. Muzaffar and Khan Sahib, guessing that the presence of Ibrahim Hussain may well spark off a row between the man and his former employer, had insisted that Ibrahim Hussain return to his haveli.

To Muzaffar’s question about whether he had visited Hussain Sahib’s haveli that evening, Abdul Qadir’s response was accompanied by a petulant sniff.

‘No. I didn’t go.’

‘You have an alibi, of course,’ Muzaffar murmured. ‘Someone who will vouch for you?’

‘My brother. Will you accept his word?’

‘I’m not inclined to. How did you spend your day?’

Abdul Qadir thought for a few moments. ‘I was at home till lunch. Then my brother arrived, and we went out. He had promised to introduce me to an amir who lives near Lahori Darwaza.’

‘Who?’

Abdul Qadir named a man whom both Muzaffar and Khan Sahib recognized by name. ‘And till when were you with him?’

‘Till an hour back. He has ambitions of expanding his qutb khana and making it as grand as that of the Shahzada Dara Shukoh’s. He offered me the post of librarian, and since I intend to accept, I spent a good deal of time discussing the matter with him.’

‘That is easily verified,’ said Khan Sahib, as he and Muzaffar made their way out of the narrow lane in which Abdul Qadir had his home. ‘We both know the man; he may not move in the first circles, but I would never doubt his word. If he says Abdul Qadir was ensconced with him through the evening, I will believe it.’
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‘Like Khan Sahib, I too didn’t think Abdul Qadir would have lied about going to visit the amir,’ Muzaffar said the next day. It was close to noon. Muzaffar and Khan Sahib had been ushered into the dalaan at Ibrahim Hussain’s haveli by the steward, who had confirmed that despite renewed searching – all through the morning, and with the help of a dog to sniff out the trail – they had not been able to find the corpse. Or anything else, for that matter.

Ibrahim Hussain had entered the dalaan shortly after, anxious and irritable enough to even forget that etiquette demanded he offer his guests refreshment. It was the steward who suggested politely to his master that perhaps sherbet should be sent for.

So sherbet had been served, and Khan Sahib had reassured Ibrahim Hussain that they had not, as he feared, forgotten all about the calamity that had struck the household. Khan Sahib had then gestured to Muzaffar to speak up.

‘The amir – no doubt you know him too – is a man of his word. And to lie about visiting him would be a tricky affair; it would mean involving many people in the lie: the amir himself, his servants, his guards – everybody who would know whether or not Abdul Qadir spent those hours with the amir yesterday. It would be risky to attempt a lie on such a scale. Someone or the other could slip up.

‘I guessed, therefore, that Abdul Qadir really had gone to meet the man and had spent a long time there. That he had an alibi. In any case, it would be stupid for him to attack you or Mohammad Shahnawaz. He got out of this scrape very lightly: most people would have dragged a thief like him to the kotwali and insisted on a heavy fine or a flogging. Abdul Qadir escaped with a mere dismissal; and two days later, he’s already got another job. He has little reason to be vindictive.’

Khan Sahib said, ‘Also, a message came from Mohammad Shahnawaz’s haveli early this morning, that Shahnawaz had arrived home a little past midnight.’

‘Which means, Hussain Sahib, that Mohammad Shahnawaz is not our missing corpse. In fact, unless there really was a rakshas striding around in your backyard last night, I’d say there wasn’t any corpse.’

Ibrahim Hussain sat up with a jerk that sent a small goblet of sherbet tumbling to the floor, its contents pooling onto the floor. He ignored it and stared at Muzaffar. ‘No corpse? How – what do you mean? We all saw the blood, we followed the trail. There has to be a corpse; it’s just that we haven’t found it yet.’

‘Your men have looked all over. And the dog, last night? It followed the trail up to the water channel.’ Muzaffar paused. ‘May I make a request, Hussain Sahib? Can you send for your brother Zafar?’

Ibrahim Hussain looked stricken; he turned to the kotwal and said in an agonized whisper, ‘Khan Sahib, please; I beg of you…’ His voice trailed off. Khan Sahib’s face remained unreadable. ‘Send for him, Hussain Sahib.’

So Zafar – a clean, neat, scared-looking Zafar – stepped into the room. The bravado of the previous evening was gone, dissolved like a river mist with the rising of the sun. This was a frightened child, even if a wisp of a beard had begun to sprout on his chin. He glanced at his brother, at Khan Sahib, and finally at Muzaffar, who gestured to him to sit down.

‘Tell us,’ Muzaffar said, ‘about your relationship with those in your family.’

Zafar blinked. ‘My family? I don’t understand. Whom do you mean?’

‘With Hussain Sahib here, for instance.’

Zafar looked at his brother, his eyes large with anxiety. The two brothers were very similar in some ways, Muzaffar realized; that anxiety was mirrored in Ibrahim Hussain’s eyes. The older man was worried, and that too not just at the thought that his family would be dishonoured, but at the thought that his younger brother might be hurt.

Zafar spoke. ‘We have our differences.’

‘On what? Women? Wine? How you spend your time?’

The young man grinned, slightly embarrassed. ‘No, no. None of those.’ The grin vanished as suddenly as it had appeared. ‘Only – only about money. My brother feels I am too young to take charge of my inheritance. I don’t think so. I am old enough to know right from wrong. I refuse to be treated like a child any longer.’

‘And how about your mother? Do you have differences with her too?’

This time Zafar did not look either at his older brother or at the two guests. He was sitting crosslegged, his hands fidgeting in his lap; now he stared fixedly down at his hands, gazing at them as if they were the endlessly moving hands of another person. His jaw was rigid and his face expressionless as he murmured, ‘I would give anything to be able to say I had any relationship with my mother.’

Muzaffar waited for the remark to be explained; when Zafar remained silent, Muzaffar glanced towards Ibrahim Hussain. The older man sighed. ‘It is not a matter I would have wished revealed, but it is necessary, I suppose.’ He pinched the bridge of his nose between the tips of his thumb and forefinger. ‘I and my five sisters were born within the first seven years of our mother’s marriage. She has always been devoted to me, possibly because I was the firstborn. Much later, my father married again, had more wives and other children. I think my mother had always imagined she would be Abba’s only wife, his ever true love. His marrying again embittered her, made her feel betrayed. And then, long after I had grown up, my father –’ he faltered, reddened noticeably, and finally continued in a choked voice,‘– he forced himself on her. Zafar was born. Then Abba died a month after Zafar’s birth. Ammi said Zafar was inauspicious, that he’d killed his own sire.’

Zafar’s knuckles were pale, his fists clenched so tight that the bones stood out, hard knobs of white under taut skin.

‘Somewhere, Ammi must still have harboured a great passion for Abba, I think, for her to have blamed his death on Zafar… but the point is that she has never considered my brother her own. Zafar has never been important to her. Whether he is in the house or not, whether he visits her or not – she does not care.’

‘But you,’ Muzaffar said to Zafar, ‘you, Zafar Hussain, even if your mother does not love you – you love her, don’t you? You would even get yourself into trouble to save your mother, wouldn’t you?’

Zafar looked up, his eyes watchful. It was his brother who spoke, in a low, nervous voice. ‘What do you mean, Jang Sahib?’

Muzaffar switched his gaze to Ibrahim Hussain. ‘Yesterday evening, when we were returning from the qutb khana, we heard the cries of a woman lamenting the absence of some man. Later, when we were at dinner, a maid came from your mother, begging you to visit her. Have you been neglecting your mother, Hussain Sahib – or at least making her feel neglected?’ He did not expect a response to the question; he saw a flicker of what could be construed as guilt in Ibrahim Hussain’s eyes, and then he continued. ‘And Begum Sahiba has been getting increasingly desperate. Tell me, what is it that has taken precedence in your life? Your own wives and children? The court? Or your books?’
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