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CHAPTER 1


Dilli, Jumada Al-Awwal, March, 1657 CE


‘Jahanpanah, Baadshah Salamat! Refuge of the world, lord of all! This insignificant creature trembles to come into your dazzling presence, my lord. My mind and my tongue cannot begin to find words adequate to express a millionth of the gratitude I feel, Jahanpanah – ’


‘If this is how long-winded he is when he’s so dazzled,’ whispered someone standing behind Muzaffar Jang in the Diwan-e-Aam, ‘I shudder to think what he’s like when he isn’t overwhelmed by his feelings.’ Ahead of them, past the red-lacquered wooden railings that separated the riffraff from the high nobility, past even the silver railings that separated the cream of the land from the Emperor, stood a nobleman, bent almost double in front of Shahjahan.


The Baadshah sat, white-bearded and stooped, his face wrinkled, his eyes impassive. High up on his white marble throne with its curved roof, with only his eldest son and heir, the Shahzada Dara Shukoh, and two guards, each bearing lances and swords, within arm’s reach. Behind the Emperor was the back wall of the Diwan-e-Aam; on three sides, in front of him and on either side, stretched the hall, its red sandstone columns disguised with polished white plaster, its floor covered with rich carpets, and a heavy crimson canopy stretching out from the edge of the building, the Hall of Public Audience.


Muzaffar Jang, twenty-six years old and a notorious nonconformist, had never been a regular at the imperial court. As a member of the minor nobility, he had been easily overlooked and his absence rarely commented upon. His recent activities, however, had made him a more recognizable figure: the cream of the court now were aware that the young brother-in-law of Dilli’s Kotwal, Farid Khan, was no ordinary young man, but one with an uncanny ability to sniff out the truth in matters criminal.


And Khan Sahib was not merely married to Muzaffar’s elder sister Zeenat Begum; ever since Muzaffar had been born, this man – now standing across the hall, his hands clasped loosely below his waist, his face tense – had been the only real father Muzaffar had known. His own mother had died in giving birth to Muzaffar; and his father, the general Burhanuddin Malik Jang, had been too busy fighting battles for his Baadshah to be bothered with bringing up a young child, even if that child was his sole son and heir. Zeenat Begum, twenty-five years older than her infant brother, had picked him up, swaddling clothes and all, and brought him up along with her own children. For the sake of her honour, and that of her husband, Muzaffar was making an attempt to be rather more the responsible courtier he was expected to be. Not by Khan Sahib, who had accepted Muzaffar’s maverick ways years ago, but by those finicky enough to judge Khan Sahib by the demeanour of his brother-in-law.


‘These Hindus,’ said another voice. ‘They make a fine art out of licking boots.’


‘They have to,’ murmured the man who had initially spoken. ‘It is the only way they can hope to make any progress in court. A worthless lot.’ The derision was undisguised.


Muzaffar glanced back over his shoulder, searching the crowd behind him. Ahead, the Emperor had risen from his throne, and had started moving away, heading back for the royal chambers. His departure had caused the massed courtiers to begin moving too, like a series of ripples spreading out from a stone tossed into a pond. Behind him, Muzaffar saw only shifting figures, men moving away here and there, turning to talk to neighbours, beginning to take their leave. He frowned.


Despite the burgeoning buzz of conversation as the assembly disintegrated, Muzaffar heard a voice call, clearly but not too loudly, his name. It was Khan Sahib, making his way through the crowd towards his brother-in-law and sometime foster-son. A stocky man, almost a head shorter than Muzaffar’s own impressive height, with a neatly trimmed grey beard and moustache, his eyes sharp.


Muzaffar’s earliest memories from his childhood had been of Khan Sahib, a Khan Sahib who had fashioned Muzaffar’s first bow and taught the little boy to hook his thumb in the drawstring, aim, pull, release. A Khan Sahib who had taught Muzaffar his first letters. Who had seated him on his first horse, given him his first lessons in riding, brushed away his tears when he had suffered a fall. Scolded him when he had been found guilty of a misdemeanour, and comforted him when a beloved pet squirrel had been killed by a stray cat.


He had changed little, thought Muzaffar with a private smile. Khan Sahib was still as solicitous of Muzaffar as he had been when Muzaffar was a boy. More respectful, of course, and accommodating of the fact that Muzaffar was now a grown man, but still.


‘Why the frown, Muzaffar?’ Khan Sahib said, by way of greeting. ‘I could see you across the hall. That scowl does not suit you.’


Muzaffar had started walking towards the arches that led out; ahead of him, slaves stationed beside the columns were pulling aside the quilted curtains that hung at the arches, blocking the spring breeze, still a little too cool for comfort. Beyond a green-printed chintz curtain tugged back, Muzaffar saw a glimpse of the broad crimson canopy that stretched out from the sandstone overhang of the Diwan-e-Aam. The sunshine was weak, the sky cloudy.


‘Someone said something disparaging about Hindus,’ he replied. When Khan Sahib lifted an eyebrow in query, Muzaffar recounted the incident.


‘And that distresses you, Muzaffar?’


‘Should it not?’


The Kotwal shrugged. ‘You are not naïve. When two different streams of thought – two different beliefs, and that too so diametrically different – are forced to live in close contact, their differences are bound to be accentuated. To be the cause of further differences. There is nothing surprising in that.’


Muzaffar walked on, hands clasped behind his back, chewing at his moustache, for a few paces more, until the two of them had exited the Diwan-e-Aam. ‘You are wrong, I think, Khan Sahib,’ he said eventually. ‘In thinking that I am not naïve. It seems to me as if I have been naïve after all.’ He glanced sideways, meeting Khan Sahib’s gaze. ‘I was under the impression that, at least at court, at least among the nobility, there was harmony between the Hindus and the Mussulmaans. Tolerance, if not more. Do the Hindus not furnish the empire with some of its best warriors? Its treasurers, its clerks, its bankers? If it were not for the Rajputs and the Khatris and the many others who handle its battles and its finances, the empire would never have succeeded.’


A small group of courtiers, their turbans bobbing, the hems of their woollen chogas flapping about their pyjama-clad legs, walked past. Muzaffar held his tongue, letting the men go well ahead of them before continuing. ‘Was not the Baadshah himself inclined to look favourably upon the Hindus? Did he not buy the land for the Empress’s tomb in Agra from a Hindu? Did he not – ’


‘Muzaffar,’ Khan Sahib interrupted. ‘There will always be people who will be prejudiced, to whom it will make not the slightest difference that their homes are being protected or their revenues earned because of a Hindu. Or a Mussulmaan, or whoever. Prejudice is prejudice, and it is invariably selfish. Let it not bother you so much. What you overheard was a chance remark; most men at court do not hold such views.’


They had walked through the painted gatehouse of the Naqqar Khaana, named for the kettle drums that were traditionally used here to play music – throughout the day on auspicious days like Eid and the Baadshah’s birthday, at regular intervals to mark the passage of time on ordinary days. Right now, the Naqqar Khaana was silent but for the murmur of voices as courtiers passed through it on their way out of the Laal Qila, the red sandstone fortress that formed the focus of the city of Shahjahanabad.


The city that was Kotwal Sahib’s domain. A restive, uneasy city, one that had been established with great pomp and show after the Baadshah had shifted his capital from Agra north to Dilli a few years earlier. It was still a grand city, fashionable and busy and glamorous. But, like every other city – even the most beautiful – Dilli had its underbelly, and keeping that clean was Kotwal Sahib’s job.


They walked through Chhatta Chowk, the long arcade that ran all the way to the gate of the fort, the Lahori Darwaza, named for the faraway city that it faced. From here, Lahore could not be seen, but through the open gates of the fort, past the moat, could be glimpsed the spires of the temples, the shops of Chandni Chowk. Khan Sahib’s face clouded over with worry.


‘Let it be,’ Muzaffar said quietly. ‘Tell me, Khan Sahib. How is it with you? You look worried.’
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Khan Sahib said nothing for a moment or two, just staring straight ahead as if he had not even heard Muzaffar speak. Then he tilted his chin forward in a quick gesture, indicating the buildings, the long stretch of bazaar-flanked canal that lay beyond the walls of the fort. Through the grey clouds lowering over the city, a stray shard of sunlight lit up the spire of the Jain temple at the very head of the street.


‘Look at that,’ Khan Sahib said. ‘It looks so peaceful, does it not? Quiet. You and I know that it is not.’ He hunched his shoulders. ‘She is like a child, this city. A spoilt child, unruly and obstreperous. So terribly difficult to control.’


‘A child?’ Muzaffar smiled. ‘I wonder.’ They had stepped out of the gloomy shadow of the Chhatta Chowk, and a slave – one of many stationed there to help courtiers with fetching horses or palanquins – came up to receive instructions. As the man sprinted off towards the stables, Muzaffar turned back to Khan Sahib. ‘Do you remember that courtesan who used to live here in the fort, near Hayat Baksh Bagh, Khan Sahib? Mehtab, her name was.’


‘And quite a woman, I believe.’ Khan Sahib’s voice was dry. ‘I never had the pleasure of making her acquaintance – Allah be thanked – but you did, did you not? You seemed fascinated by her.’


Muzaffar shrugged. ‘She was a fascinating woman,’ he conceded. ‘But what I meant was that this city reminds me increasingly of Mehtab. A coquette, scheming and ruthless, but also beautiful. Alluring, charming men into coming to her. And, when they are within her grasp, she winds them round her little finger and proceeds to milk them dry of all they have. Without any compunctions. And the men themselves are happy to give up all they have; such is the magic she weaves.’


Khan Sahib grimaced. ‘You make her sound like an enchantress, a hoor of Paradise itself. Dilli is pure evil; there is nothing alluring or mysterious about it. Just undiluted evil, grime.’ He squinted into the distance, looking towards the city. His gaze flattened as if he was looking further, staring into space.


‘It is not just the city, Muzaffar,’ he murmured, in a barely audible voice. His next sentence revealed to Muzaffar the reason for the sudden drop in pitch and volume. ‘When the empire is tottering on the brink of collapse, it is hardly to be expected that its capital city will flourish. Do you remember what I had told you, when the winter was starting – about four months back, was it, when news had arrived that Bijapur had a new Sultan? When the man’s legitimacy was in question, and the Baadshah ordered Shahzada Aurangzeb to lead a campaign into Bijapur?’


Muzaffar nodded cautiously, aware of all that had happened since, but unable to remember what Khan Sahib had said all those months back. Much had taken place in the interim, not just in Muzaffar’s life – he had investigated several cases of crime; he had met and married Shireen; he had become a little wiser – but also in the life of the empire. It had acquired a new prime minister, the ambitious and ruthless Mir Jumla, who had come north from the Deccan, bearing gifts of precious stones and news of a kingdom ripe for an invasion. This very same Mir Jumla, as the Diwan-i-kul of the Mughal Empire, had been ordered south at the head of a massive army, to rendezvous with Aurangzeb’s forces and invade Bijapur.


‘I had said then that I feared the consequences of the campaign,’ Khan Sahib said. ‘At first glance, it would seem lucrative; nothing but wealth to be had from it, and territory to add to the empire. Not to mention the almost sure chance of a victory.’


‘The Diwan-i-kul’s and the Shahzada’s massed armies far outnumber anything Bijapur may raise up against them,’ Muzaffar agreed. ‘But what is to prevent a repeat of the Golconda fiasco? Aurangzeb lead his army there too, ready to annex Golconda – and all that happened was that Golconda begged Dara Shukoh to have the Mughal armies withdrawn. And because the Baadshah loves his heir far too much, it was done. What if that should happen again? What if this expedition too should prove futile?’


‘Aurangzeb will be furious.’ The slave had arrived with their horses. Muzaffar took the reins of his handsome chestnut stallion, and mounted on his own while the slave held the other horse for Khan Sahib to mount.


‘I fear,’ Khan Sahib added as they moved off, ‘that something is going to go wrong with this campaign too.’


Muzaffar grinned as he glanced over at his brother-in-law. ‘That old adage of yours, Khan Sahib? “You may net trouble if you fish in troubled waters”?’


Khan Sahib did not nod or say anything, but his expression turned even grimmer than before.


‘I hear,’ Muzaffar continued, ‘that the troops under the Diwan-i-kul and Aurangzeb have already besieged the fort of Bidar. Bazaar gossip has it that Bidar will fall any day now and the troops will return to Dilli loaded with plunder.’ Off from the left, a group of young men – none of them more than seventeen summers old – burst into sudden laughter, clapping and shouting as they sprang apart. One of the boys, backing sharply away and laughing all the while, nearly collided with Muzaffar’s horse. He whirled, red-faced and apologetic when he saw the annoyance in Muzaffar’s face. Muzaffar stroked his horse on the neck, soothing the animal. He and Khan Sahib were well past the moat and nearing Faiz Bazaar when Khan Sahib said, ‘I doubt if this is bazaar gossip you should pay much heed to. The garrison at Bidar is commanded by a certain Sidi Marjan. He is a doughty warrior; Aurangzeb will have a hard time breaking down his defences.’


‘The Diwan-i-kul will no doubt find other ways to get around that problem. The Diwan-i-kul’s penchant for offering bribes first and exploring other methods later may work.’


‘Not in this case. Sidi Marjan is also said to be fiercely loyal to his Sultan. The Diwan-i-kul may well find his bribes flung back in his face.’ They had reached the head of the stretch popularly known as Chandni Chowk, the central artery of Shahjahanabad. Down its length flowed the Nahar-e-Bihisht, the ‘Stream of Paradise’, the canal which flowed through the fort before being diverted into the city. Its glittering waters cool and tree-shaded, flanked on either side by broad streets and rows of shops, selling all that the empire produced and imported. You could buy a carpet from Isfahan here, or a handful of saffron. A dancing girl or a glass hookah. A midget, a horse, or a garland of jasmine for a beloved’s tresses. It was an intoxicating place, colourful and rich and noisy.


Khan Sahib reined in his horse. ‘All we can do is wait and see,’ he said, dismissing the topic. ‘Where are you headed, Muzaffar? Home to Shireen?’


‘Home, yes. Whether Shireen will be there or not, I do not know. I believe Zeenat Aapa was to call. And whenever my sister and my bride get together, they invariably choose to spend their time outside the haveli. Zeenat Aapa will probably have taken Shireen to introduce her to some friends, or to buy her something.’ He smiled, half-sad, half-indulgent. ‘Shireen has lived all her life in Agra; Dilli is far too exotic, too exciting for its charm to be over so soon.’


‘We are not immune to its charm, either, are we?’ Khan Sahib remarked, with a trace of sarcasm in his voice. ‘Just like the courtesan you spoke of, this Dilli. Anyhow, if you are headed home, I shall ride alongside. I have to go to a neighbourhood near the Dilli Darwaza. Quite close to your haveli, actually.’


‘Visiting someone, Khan Sahib?’


‘Hardly. A man was killed nearby, in one of the lanes near Dilli Darwaza. The thanedar reported it to me this morning, just as I was setting out for court. And then, as he was stepping out of my office, he stumbled over the threshold and went down like a sack of potatoes. He’s broken his ankle, I think.’


Muzaffar tut-tutted in sympathy. He was slightly acquainted with the thanedar in question, since Muzaffar’s own haveli lay in the jurisdiction of the man’s thana. A conscientious man when it came to his work, and not inclined to shirk his duty.


‘A hakim was sent for. He must have arrived while I was at court,’ said Khan Sahib. ‘The ankle was swollen and painful. I would think it’s a minor crack, but one that will need time to heal. Meanwhile, I’d better go and have a look at his thana, talk to the chowkidars who report to him, and appoint someone to carry out his duties in the interim.’ Khan Sahib turned his horse to the left. ‘And I need to see this murder for myself.’


‘Do you mind if I come along, Khan Sahib? Just out of curiosity. And if it’s somewhere near where I live, perhaps I will know something that may be of help.’


Khan Sahib looked hesitant, as if he were debating the question. It surprised Muzaffar; Khan Sahib, on previous occasions, had never refused a similar request. Muzaffar could even recall instances when Khan Sahib himself had – of his own accord – sent for Muzaffar. This reluctance to let Muzaffar assist in an investigation was uncharacteristic.


‘Very well,’ Khan Sahib said, with a sigh. ‘If you wish. But try and remember that I am the law. I am the official here.’


And on that ambiguous and somewhat ominous note, he moved off.
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Dilli Darwaza squatted, grey and formidable, at the end of the straight broad road known as Faiz Bazaar. This was one of the nine gates that pierced the city walls, and like Lahori Darwaza, Kashmiri Darwaza, and Ajmeri Darwaza, was named for the direction it faced. In this case, the old city of Dilli, south of the grand capital Shahjahan had built. Just south of Dilli Darwaza could be seen the ruins of the 200-year old Firoz Shah Kotla, the citadel built by the long-ago Sultan Firoz Shah Tughlaq. Shahjahan’s teams of builders had plundered Firoz Shah’s fortress ruthlessly, stripping it of its red sandstone and its marble, leaving behind only the rubble they did not care to reuse.


The lane Khan Sahib turned his horse into led towards the Kalan Masjid, the ‘large mosque’. Built around the same time as Firoz Shah’s fort, it was aptly named, though the magnificent Jama Masjid next to Chandni Chowk now surpassed it in size and grandeur.


Past the Kalan Masjid and a few dozen yards into the lane, the road went the way of most of Shahjahanabad’s inner area. The lane split into narrower lanes and alleys, branching off like an unpruned tree. Cul de sacs and dead ends, dingy little hovels and old deserted tombs where passing mendicants sometimes stopped for a night’s rest: one could easily get lost in this maze.


Muzaffar, however, was familiar with the area. Khan Sahib, from having visited his young brother-in-law’s haveli countless times over the past years, knew it well enough too. ‘Heading for the chowki?’ Muzaffar asked as Khan Sahib guided his horse between a small well and a row of vegetable sellers.


‘Not just the chowki, but the scene of the crime,’ Khan Sahib replied. ‘The murder was committed a couple of houses from the chowki.’


‘The criminals of Dilli grow audacious.’


Khan Sahib turned his head and directed a look of weariness at Muzaffar. Muzaffar dipped his head by way of apology; the inadvertent hit had struck a sore spot. Taken in conjunction with Khan Sahib’s recent reluctance to have Muzaffar accompany him, it seemed to suggest that the Kotwal was – what? Muzaffar wondered. Had crime in the city really become so rampant that Khan Sahib and his men were finding it difficult to deal with it? Had all his many duties taken their toll on Khan Sahib? Was age catching up with him? Or had someone made a snide remark – Allah forbid – that Khan Sahib was not competent enough? Muzaffar was well aware that the post of the Kotwal of Dilli was a coveted position, and yet one to be feared too. It was a post that could be exploited by the corrupt; a previous Kotwal had been hounded out of the city, disgraced publicly and flogged, for having misappropriated funds and accepted bribes. On the other hand, it was a post that came with a barrage of duties, all the way from preventing and investigating murders and thefts to registering the entry of outsiders, to ensuring shopkeepers used correct weighing scales, to organizing festivities and illuminations at Eid and Diwali. To making sure women did not ride horses, slaves did not abscond, and workers were paid fair wages for their work.


It was a ludicrously long and complex list of duties. If it made Khan Sahib occasionally grumpy, Muzaffar should not be surprised. He mumbled a brief ‘I beg your pardon’, but Khan Sahib did not react.


[image: image]


Muzaffar’s haveli was less than a quarter of an hour’s leisurely stroll from the chowki. It was not the most fashionable part of town; the elite mostly had their havelis nearer to Chandni Chowk – but it was a comfortable neighbourhood. Compared to the immediate surroundings of Muzaffar’s home, the area just before the chowki lacked both charm and comfort. Mud huts made up most of the dwellings around. Recent rains had caused cracks to appear in the less expertly constructed, and fire – a hazard that perpetually hung over much of the city – had left an entire row of huts roofless, their thatch burnt, their walls blackened and partly collapsed. The smell of decay hung on the air.


‘The house is right ahead, huzoor,’ the chowkidar said when they dismounted at the chowki. A young soldier from the chowki hurried forward to take charge of the horses. The chowkidar himself, a man with a grizzled chin and bags under bloodshot eyes, was already beginning to move in the direction he had been pointing. ‘It is just a few yards, huzoor,’ he explained. ‘The horses will be safer here – ’


‘Yes, yes. Lead on,’ Khan Sahib said with a touch of impatience. ‘I want to get this over and done with. This is Muzaffar Jang Sahib, by the way. He lives nearby.’


‘I know of Jang Sahib,’ the chowkidar acknowledged, with a swift look towards Muzaffar. ‘You are well-respected in this neighbourhood, huzoor.’


Muzaffar ducked his head, embarrassed.


‘And here is the place,’ the chowkidar added, stopping at the barred wooden door of a small house. While the area east of the chowki had been one of hovels, this section appeared to be occupied by a somewhat wealthier class of people. True, there were no grand havelis and no expansive gardens – but there was more than the thatch-roofed mud huts of the poor. These were small houses, but built of baked brick, some with their roofs tiled, others thatched. A dirt road, packed hard by thousands of feet, human and animal, over many years, formed the thoroughfare. Occasionally, when it rained hard – as it had on the previous night – the earth was loosened and churned up into a muddy mess that clung to soles and hems.


Outside the second house beyond the chowki stood a man, lance in hand and an expression of ludicrous fierceness on his face. ‘Thanedar Sahib told me to put a man on duty,’ the chowkidar explained. ‘The people in the neighbourhood have been curious.’ It appeared that the presence, even of such a formidable representative of the constabulary, had not daunted the more persistent. An old woman stood a few feet away, one gnarled hand bunching up the rough brown fabric of her skirts just high enough to raise them above the mud of the lane. A poor woman, from the plain, unadorned look of her – and the mere fact that while a bright blue dupatta covered her head and shoulders, her face was uncovered. A noblewoman would not venture unveiled out of her house, possibly not even outside the women’s quarters of her house. And she would certainly not stand thus, gawking in the street.


Or hurry forward in this impetuous fashion. The guard tried to stop her, but she shrugged off his hand on her arm as nonchalantly as if brushing off a fly. She ducked her head in the semblance of a salaam to Khan Sahib and Muzaffar, recognizing them as members of the nobility, even if she did not know their identities. But it was the chowkidar to whom she addressed her query. ‘What has happened, huzoor? He’ – a swift tilt of her head towards the guard indicated whom she meant – ‘will not tell me. Is Aadil Sahib dead?’ Her gaze, bright as a bird’s, darted towards the shut door beyond.


‘And why should you think so, Ameena Bibi?’ The chowkidar asked in a dry voice.


‘Why else would you have a man standing guard, huzoor? And if it were a simple affair of burglary, Aadil Sahib would be here too, would he not?’


She's a sharp one, thought Muzaffar.


‘Have you seen anything, Ameena Bibi, that you suspect he is dead?’


For a moment, the old woman looked as if she would prevaricate. Then she shrugged, as if it did not really matter whether the chowkidar knew of how she had come by her information. ‘I was up on the roof,’ she said, gesturing towards the terrace of the house next door, ‘sweeping the floor, when I saw you and your men milling around inside. In the courtyard. There was a body there, wasn’t there? I couldn’t see his face. Was it Aadil Sahib?’ She was excited now, her head jutting out, her free hand clutching the chowkidar’s arm.


‘Ya Allah, Ameena Bibi!’ The chowkidar made no attempt to disguise his disgust at the woman’s macabre interest in the crime. ‘Yes, he is dead. Now please go and let us get on with our work.’


‘But how did he die? He was perfectly well till yesterday – ’


‘He was killed. Now, please. Go.’ He glared at her. Then, as if realizing that he might be shooing away a possible witness, he softened. ‘If you saw or heard anything that could be of help, come to the chowki in half an hour’s time. Or, better still, I will send a man to fetch you. But let us be now; we cannot keep Kotwal Sahib waiting.’ He removed her hand from his arm firmly, and taking advantage of her momentary awe at the discovery that the nobleman before her was the Kotwal himself, pushed the door open and ushered Khan Sahib and Muzaffar in.


He pushed the door shut behind them. The voice of the guard could be heard beyond, telling the old woman to take herself off.


‘I beg your pardon, huzoor,’ the chowkidar said. ‘These people – ’


‘Yes, yes. I know. Let’s get on with it. Talk to her later, though. She seems enough of a busybody to perhaps know something, even if she doesn’t realize it right now.’ Khan Sahib moved forward, away from the wooden threshold. They were in a courtyard of packed earth, and there, flat on his back with his bony feet pointing towards the door, lay the dead man. Muzaffar noticed the edge of a muddied white pyjama, and the sleeve of a white jama from which a thin hand protruded. The rest of the man’s body was enveloped in a large brown shawl, soaked in rainwater.


Khan Sahib turned to the chowkidar. ‘When was this corpse found?’


‘Just after sunrise, huzoor. A passerby noticed it.’


‘Where is he?’


‘I have his name and address, huzoor. I can send a man to fetch him.’


‘Do so. I’d like to question him myself. And this man – the victim – the thanedar told me he was a cloth merchant. What was his name? Aadil?’


The chowkidar nodded.


The dead man looked to be in his mid-thirties, thin-cheeked and with grey strands in both his beard and the hair on his head – which was bare. The voluminous brown shawl that had pooled about his gaunt figure also spread about the rest of him, making him look like a collapsed angel, its brooding wings spread from knee to shoulder.


An angel made grotesque by a burst of crimson over its chest. A dagger had been plunged here, and withdrawn after it had done its work. Khan Sahib bent, easing away the edge of the shawl to expose the cotton jama underneath. The jama was wet, clinging in pinkish-red folds to the man’s ribs. Muzaffar touched the shawl; his fingertips came away reddened. ‘It’s drenched through and through,’ he said. He hefted the shoulder slightly, and bending till his cheek almost touched the ground, looked under.


‘Wet as the earth he lies on, Sahib,’ said the chowkidar. His face wore an expression of faintly amused patience, like a man humouring a child who insisted on poking its fingers into matters that were none of its concern.


Muzaffar glanced at him. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘What with the rain all through the night, I’m not surprised.’ He looked around, his gaze searching the courtyard. ‘I do not see a lamp or a candle around. He must have come to answer the door in the dark, then. Because it was raining, I suppose.’


‘Come along,’ Khan Sahib said, when the chowkidar did not comment. ‘Let us go inside the house and have a look. Perhaps there will be some clue there. Tell your man to keep an eye, here.’ The chowkidar stepped out, and Khan Sahib turned on his heel. Muzaffar followed as the Kotwal walked through the small courtyard, to the two rooms beyond. Instead of a set of thin sandstone slabs sloping from the edge of the roof to form a dripstone, here was a row of kiln-baked tiles. Rainwater still dripped from the edge, forming a neat row of dimples in the earth below. A trail of mud, smudged and blurred but still recognizable as footprints, led into the larger room.


This was obviously a chamber meant for outsiders. It lacked the silken cushions, the Persian carpets and elegant Chinese porcelain that would have decorated the dalaans of Dilli’s wealthy, but the sheet haphazardly spread on the mattress – where it had not been soiled by the footprints – was white and clean. The lime plaster on the walls was still creamy, the niches in the walls cleanly cut. There was no stone, carved or inlaid; no silk and finery; no sign of wealth. Just a lack of grinding poverty. A man who could afford a proper house, with a tiled roof and brick walls, was wealthy enough.


‘There isn’t much, is there?’ Khan Sahib remarked. His eyes were still bleak and his expression shuttered, but at least he was not completely blocking Muzaffar out. That was reason enough to feel grateful.
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Muzaffar shook his head in wordless agreement. He was looking around, searching the room for signs. Of what, he did not know himself. Perhaps even the person who had preceded them into the room, leaving that trail of mud, had not known. His footprints meandered all across the room, from one niche to another, from the hookah to the single window with its plain wooden leaves. From the old brass paandaan and along the mattress, its sheet pulled out on one side, to the curtained doorway that led into the second room.


‘This was where he lived, I suppose,’ said Muzaffar as he held the curtain aside for Khan Sahib to step over the threshold and into the other room. There had been no need for the statement, but the silence of the house – punctuated only by the gurgle of water swirling along a drain somewhere outside – had begun to unnerve Muzaffar. From beyond the courtyard came the voices of the chowkidar and the guard. Mere snatches of conversation. The news had begun to spread in the neighbourhood. People had started coming by, eager to discover what had happened. It might be useful to fetch another man from the chowki to keep off the crowd of curious neighbours. ‘Stay here,’ Muzaffar heard the chowkidar say. ‘I shall inform Kotwal Sahib, and then go and fetch someone.’


In the brief moment before he followed Khan Sahib, Muzaffar heard a sudden, sharp exclamation from Khan Sahib. ‘Ya Allah! What is this?!’ Muzaffar was already moving in behind him, looking over his brother-in-law’s shoulder. Khan Sahib’s reaction had prepared Muzaffar for something out of the ordinary. Even so, he was so taken aback by the spectacle before him that he did not say anything, just stood and stared.


This, as Muzaffar had correctly surmised even before he had entered, was the room where the cloth merchant had done most of his living. Under the small window was a sheet-covered mattress, with quilts and bolsters. There was a low, broad stool, and two large chests, one iron-bound, the other less formidable. A long, narrow niche in the wall held – or had held, thought Muzaffar – an array of odds and ends. Rolled-up papers, a reed pen, an inkwell, a small waterpot crafted from brass, once bright but now tarnished. The remains of a small bottle of attar. A somewhat cloying fragrance which combined lemons and jasmine and something else that eluded Muzaffar’s generally sharp sense of smell.


The vial of attar had been smashed. Its stopper, with its little collar of glass still clinging around it, was all that remained in the niche. The inkwell, the waterpot, and the reed pen had been thrown to the ground, the inkwell shattered so that it lay in shards in its own congealing pool of black. The papers – some of them torn and mangled, one burned to a fragile black leaf that shivered in a sudden draught of air – lay scattered about.


A similar fury seemed to have been vented on the contents of the two chests. Both had been smashed open, the smaller one viciously enough to leave its lid half-broken. From both erupted a froth of cloth: silks, wools, muslins, brocades. These were not the usual garments one would have expected in a household, but a cloth merchant’s stock in trade. Here was a bolt of crimson silk moire, its surface shimmering like water, probably from faraway Yazd. There, torn savagely, was a length of pale green qatifah-e-purbi, a plain silk that reminded Muzaffar of a peshwaaz he had gifted Shireen at their wedding. There were gold- and white-striped doriyah muslins, printed chintzes, heavy brocades and delicate muqqaishes, threaded through with fine hairs of silver. They lay spread across half the room, the cloth pulled and torn, muddied in places and bloodied in others. Beside the smaller chest, a small wickerwork basket had been ripped open to reveal skeins of gleaming filoselle silk threads, popular for embroidery. They spread in tangles and knots, emerald and scarlet, purple and orange and yellow, over the sea of cloth around.


Over it all hung the stifling smell of the attar. It made him feel nauseous.
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‘I had thought the man was murdered by someone who meant to rob him,’ Khan Sahib said, bending to move aside a length of deep blue silk. ‘But I wonder. There is a fortune in fabrics here. If the murderer killed the merchant in order to rob him, he was a foolish man to have not taken at least some of this.’


‘It might have been all too bulky and heavy to carry away in his arms,’ Muzaffar pointed out. ‘But yes, even one length of a brocade like this’ – he indicated a richly embroidered piece, all gold thread and pearls, with a fringe of gold – ‘and he could have lived in comfort for many years.’


Khan Sahib, already at the larger of the two chests, murmured, ‘Unless he has taken away something. There is so much here, a man could decamp with the choicest pieces and we might never know.’


‘This merchant seems to have lived all alone,’ Muzaffar observed. ‘I wonder who would know if there is something missing or not.’ He was moving slowly around, his gaze wandering across the mess at his feet. Out of sheer habit, he stepped around the swirls of cloth, or moved aside fabric, even when it was too damaged to be of any use to anyone.


‘There will probably be an assistant or a clerk of some sort,’ Khan Sahib said, now bent over the chest with arms elbow-deep in a moss-green wool that would have made a fine winter choga. ‘I will get the chowkidar to find him.’


‘Hmm?’ Muzaffar blinked. ‘Yes. That might be useful… look at this, Khan Sahib.’ He proffered a cream silk shawl, woven in a pattern of large red paisleys. One corner had vanished; it had been consumed by the same fire that had charred some of the remaining cloth. Brittle, blackened threads crumpled and fell even as Muzaffar watched. He handed the shawl to Khan Sahib and bent, lifting a small brass lamp – a chiraghdaan – from the floor. Its greasy bowl was empty of both wick and oil.


Muzaffar held the little chiraghdaan in his palm and gazed speculatively at it. ‘It’s the same pattern as the waterpot there,’ he said, tilting his chin towards the companion vessel, which still lay on the floor. ‘Either Aadil was still awake and with the lamp lit when he was interrupted. Or his murderer was cold-blooded enough to kill his man and then come in and examine the loot carefully, using his victim’s lamp for it.’ He placed the chiraghdaan on the shelf, then lifted the waterpot, before starting to pick up, one sheet at a time, the papers that were scattered all about them.


‘And the lamp fell? Knocked down accidentally, or thrown down in a fit of rage?’ asked Khan Sahib. He was absent-mindedly folding the ruins of the shawl. ‘It set fire to this shawl, and that bit of paper there – but it was put out before it could cause further damage.’ His fingers, swollen by the cold, caressed a still-intact paisley. ‘I wonder if it was put out,’ he murmured. ‘Or did it die out of its own accord when there was no more oil left to feed it?’


‘It certainly had enough cloth to feed it, Khan Sahib.’ Muzaffar glanced up from the sheaf of paper he held. ‘Look at this,’ he added, extending the pages to Khan Sahib. ‘He leafed through these. His fingers have left bloodstains here and there.’


Khan Sahib frowned as he looked through the pages, instinctively reading, too, what was written on them. ‘They’re not especially interesting,’ he observed. ‘The everyday accounting of the merchant’s business. Dry as matchwood. Why would another want to read them? And that too at such risk to his safety? Any man in his right senses would have gathered up whatever loot he could and taken to his heels. Standing around and reading irrelevant documents like this – it’s incomprehensible.’ He shook his head in exasperation as he placed the pages in the niche, on top of the folded shawl.


‘There is also the fact,’ said Muzaffar, ‘that he was a literate man. That in itself is an unusual thing, is it not? He cannot be a petty thief, Khan Sahib. There is more to this murder than a theft gone awry.’




CHAPTER 2


‘Doesn’t that seem to point to someone connected to the merchant through his trade? Perhaps that clerk Khan Sahib talked about? Who else would be interested in reading about the transactions he carried out?’


Shireen’s excitement had made her voice rise. Muzaffar, looking on with affection in his gaze, said nothing as his wife put another stitch in the seam she was mending. There was no need for him to speak right now; he had discovered, in the few weeks he had known her, that the greatest compliment Shireen could pay anyone was to allow herself to become garrulous in their presence. To strangers and those she did not care for, Shireen was the very picture of dignity and decorum. A woman of relatively few words, though those words were invariably kind or sensible, or both. It was only in the presence of a very select few that she let herself relax and say whatever came into her head, without weighing it beforehand.


She was doing it now. Thinking through the puzzle Muzaffar had presented, and trying to find her way through it.


‘Come to think of it,’ she said, ‘why would even his clerk want to look through those papers? Wouldn’t he know, anyway, what was in them?’ She had been focussing all her attention on the garment in her hands. Now she paused, and switched her gaze to Muzaffar. This was a question for him.


He shrugged. ‘One cannot assume that Aadil shared every detail of his business with his clerk. It may even be possible that there was something in those papers that could have indicated a’ – he groped for a word, spreading his hands, palms up, in a gesture of helplessness, ignorance – ‘a discrepancy, perhaps.’


Shireen, who had turned back to her work while Muzaffar spoke, had reached the end of the row of neat stitches. She tied off the end into a double knot and bit the thread off. ‘You mean embezzlement?’


‘It is possible. Looking at the fabrics Aadil kept in his home, I am inclined to think he must do a lot of travelling to source his wares. If he was gone for long periods at a time, his clerk in Dilli might have spent weeks, even months, handling the business in Dilli by himself. Enough time to squirrel away something from the profits. One daam here, one rupee there. It would hardly even be missed.’


Shireen nodded as she spread the cloth – it was a jama of thick white cotton, suitable for the winter – on the mattress. Her fingertips ran swiftly down the seam, from waist to hem, smoothing the stitches. ‘There,’ she said, with a fleeting smile of satisfaction as she straightened her shoulders and looked into Muzaffar’s eyes. She coloured up the next moment, and gave a self-conscious giggle as she added, ‘I beg your pardon. I am being smug, am I not? No? But I must ask for your forgiveness in any case, for the cavalier way in which I have ignored what you said.’


Muzaffar trailed a fingertip down her temple, pausing to wind a stray silken lock around his finger, then dipped the fingertip into the dimple that had appeared in Shireen’s cheek. ‘I have even forgotten what I had said,’ he admitted in a low, hoarse voice.
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‘I think I shall have another look at that merchant Aadil’s house,’ Muzaffar said to Shireen the next morning as they walked in the garden after breakfast. The sun had come out, a pleasant change from the bleak greyness of the previous day.


‘Has Khan Sahib asked you to be there?’


Muzaffar’s brows drew together. ‘No. Why do you ask?’


Shireen shook her head. Muzaffar could sense a certain awkwardness in her demeanour; a few moments went by in silence, while she bent to pick up a dry twig from the lawn, twirl it about in her hands, and throw it over the wall – she would make a good archer, with that arm, thought Muzaffar, as he waited for her to respond.


‘It is perhaps my imagination,’ Shireen said. ‘But from what you told me yesterday, it seemed to me that Khan Sahib was not happy to have you around. Perhaps he does not like you to – um – help?’


‘He’s always been happy enough to have me help before. I think it’s just the sheer strain of these past few weeks. Dilli gets more unruly by the day, and Khan Sahib is worried, too, about how matters in the Deccan will affect the empire. He’s anxious, not just as a subject of the Baadshah, but as an important official of the empire. Naturally he will be brusque at times.’ Shireen was not looking convinced. Another worrier, this one.


‘Believe me, Shireen,’ Muzaffar said, wrapping an arm around her slim shoulders and pulling her into his side for a quick embrace. ‘All is well. By the time we emerged from Aadil’s house yesterday, Khan Sahib and I had discussed the incident thoroughly. He would hardly have done that if he resented my being there. That initial reluctance must have been a result of anxiety. Khan Sahib will not mind.’


When Muzaffar reached the doorstep of the murdered merchant, it was to find the house shut and barred, a stout rope knotted round the heavy iron lock on the door.


The armed soldier who had been on duty at the door of Aadil’s house the previous morning was gone now. There was no need for a guard here to deter inquisitive neighbours. They had, no doubt, seen all that was to be seen from the surrounding roofs or even from the street itself: the taking away of the corpse, the more intensive inspection of the house. Some would probably have been questioned, too, regarding whatever they knew of the dead man.


Muzaffar walked over to the chowki in search of someone who might let him into the house. The dingy little room that functioned as the chowki was deserted, but for a pimpled youth who was sweeping the floor. He knew nothing of where the chowkidar might be. Possibly out patrolling the street. And the men usually on duty had been sent out on various errands. Muzaffar left the boy to his work and ambled back, disappointed, to the merchant’s house.


There was, he realized, not much to be gleaned from just standing outside the house and looking at the front door, or the mud-plastered brick wall that enclosed the dwelling. It was exactly like a dozen other houses of not-too-wealthy but not impoverished citizens in the neighbourhood. The house next door, for instance.


Muzaffar glanced involuntarily towards the house beside Aadil’s, and stiffened. Standing outside the house, looking out into the street, stood a figure draped in drab grey and brown. A shapeless, hunched figure, its head covered and a wrinkled, thick-knuckled hand gripping a tall, sturdy stick.


‘Ameena Bibi, I believe?’ Muzaffar asked. He had crept up on her quietly, and she had apparently been so intent on whatever she was thinking of, that the old woman gave a violent start. She backed away instantly, turning to look at Muzaffar with frightened eyes. He noticed, though, that she had lifted her stick as if preparing to hit out. An old woman, but not one who would yield without a fight. He smiled at her and hoped that the gesture would prove reassuring.


‘I was here yesterday morning with Kotwal Sahib,’ he reminded her. ‘When he came to first see the body next door.’


Recognition had dawned in the woman’s eyes even before he had finished speaking the first sentence. A smile, wary and nervous, appeared on her face. She bobbed her head. ‘Yes, huzoor, yes. I remember. You went into poor Aadil’s house with Kotwal Sahib.’


It was an opportunity too good to resist. Muzaffar leaped at it. ‘Aadil, yes. You knew him, I take it?’


The hesitant friendliness in Ameena Bibi’s sharp old eyes turned to instant suspicion. She recoiled, mouth agape and eyes wide. ‘I? Know Aadil Sahib? No, huzoor, no. Absolutely not.’ She gave a half-hearted croak which Muzaffar interpreted to have been meant to be a light-hearted laugh gone awry. ‘I am a poor maidservant, huzoor, and that too not of his household. How would I know Aadil Sahib? He was a wealthy merchant. There was no connection between us. Why would there be?’


‘You seemed to be very interested in what had happened to him,’ Muzaffar pointed out.


‘Who would not be, huzoor?’ Ameena Bibi lifted one shoulder in an expressive gesture. ‘Had you stayed here for an hour or two longer, you would have seen that there were more people interested in what had happened to Aadil Sahib than had ever been there when he had been alive.’ She sighed, shifted her stick to her other hand, seemed to relax a little, as if the presence of a nobleman no longer intimidated her. Muzaffar, watching her, wondered if anything did have the power to intimidate Ameena Bibi. She must surely be at least in her sixties, if not her seventies; and a doughty old woman she seemed to be. Fragile, perhaps, if one looked only at the thin body and the stick she clutched. But the eyes showed the steel within.


‘Besides,’ she added, ‘he was, after all, our immediate neighbour. And we had lived in that house. Does that not create a deeper bond? With the house? With whoever lives in it now?’
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Muzaffar’s interest was aroused. ‘You lived in Aadil’s house? When?’


‘It was not Aadil Sahib’s house then, huzoor,’ Ameena Bibi said in a patient voice. ‘My Begum Sahiba’s husband and his brother owned it. We lived there till – let me think – the rains had still not ended, but…’ her eyes narrowed, as if trying to see more clearly into the past. ‘Ah, the month of Dhul-kadah; how could I forget? I was not in Dilli then; I was in Surat. They moved houses while I was away.’ A note of mild irritation had crept into her tone. Ameena Bibi, thought Muzaffar, probably prided herself on her standing as an old and trusted servant in the household; it had probably come as something of a shock to her to discover that the family could have undertaken a task as tedious and strenuous as shifting house – even if only to a building a few yards away – without her presence.


‘And why did they decide to leave this house? Is Aadil related to – um – your Begum Sahiba’s family? Was that why he took it over?’


‘Parvez Khan Sahib is my lady’s husband. His brother is Basharat Sahib,’ Ameena Bibi said, with a smile of condescending patience. ‘They are merchants too, like Aadil Sahib was, but no relations of his. I do not know why they took into their heads to move; this was a perfectly good house’ – she glanced towards Aadil’s house, looking at it with an abstracted sort of affection, reliving perhaps in her mind all her fond memories of the house – ‘and I would have tried to persuade them to stay on.’


She suddenly seemed to realize that she was being unnecessarily garrulous. With a quick shake of her shoulders and a resettling of her thick brown shawl about herself, she added, ‘But who would have listened to me? And Aadil Sahib probably paid them a good price for it, too.’


‘Bibi,’ said a male voice, calling from the narrow lane that separated Aadil’s house from that of his neighbours. Ameena whipped around, and Muzaffar turned to look as well. A man, wearing a grubby white jama and pyjama, his head and shoulders wrapped in a threadbare black blanket, was standing a few yards from them. The edge of the blanket was pulled down so low over his head that it hid all of his face except the very bottom of a chin with a ragged beard.


‘Bibi,’ he repeated, in a more plaintive voice. ‘A single coin, bibi, please. Allah will bless you. Feed a poor man, bibi.’
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Ameena Bibi had scurried off with a haste, thought Muzaffar with a wry smile, that made it seem as if that beggar was the answer to her prayers.


She had probably realized that she had been overly chatty with the young nobleman; would she get into trouble for it? Not, surely, for talking to a strange man, given the fact that she was probably old enough to be Muzaffar’s grandmother. But for gossiping about the family? For neglecting her work?


Muzaffar sighed and turned back to face Aadil’s house.


He stiffened. Approaching the house – almost at its doorstep, now – was a familiar figure: the chowkidar. With him was a stranger, but a man whom Muzaffar could quickly sum up from his very appearance. A wiry man, a thumbprint of sandalwood paste flaring up between his brows, his jama’s strings tied up on the left in a column of neat knots. A chakdari jama, the distinguishing mark – like the tilak on his forehead – of a Hindu. As Muzaffar watched, the man reached under the shawl he wore draped over his shoulders. His hand emerged from it, clutching something. He reached forward towards the

 lock. The chowkidar looked on. A twist of the hand, the sound of ill-greased levers moving, and the man was removing the lock, handing it to the chowkidar to hold while he himself drew back the bolt and pushed the door open.


‘I assume this gentleman is Aadil’s clerk?’ Muzaffar asked, stopping right behind the two men. They had been absorbed in conversation – the Hindu saying something about how Aadil had never really bothered to lock his house properly, despite the fact that he stored some merchandise here – and had not noticed Muzaffar’s approach. The chowkidar jerked away, so startled that he almost dropped the lock he still held. The other man, while surprised, recovered in a trice.


He tilted his head in acknowledgement. ‘Yes, huzoor. I was Aadil Sahib’s clerk. Suraj Bhan, that is my name.’


Muzaffar introduced himself. ‘I thought you seemed familiar with the house,’ he added, ‘going by the ease with which you unlocked the door – it catches, does it not? I saw you heft the lock a little to get it to open. A stranger would not know that that was the solution to that particular stuck lock.’


Suraj Bhan nodded. ‘I have been familiar with this lock for years now.’ He had retrieved it from the chowkidar, and now, having rehung it on the opened bolt, turned the key. ‘Shall we go in, huzoor?’ he asked the chowkidar, though his gaze rested briefly on Muzaffar too, as if acknowledging that Muzaffar – since the chowkidar had greeted him with a courteous salaam – may not be entirely unwelcome.


The clerk had been tracked down the previous day itself, Muzaffar was told as he followed the two men into the merchant’s house. In the evening, early enough for him to come rushing quickly to his late master’s home, before going to take a formal look at the murdered man, whose corpse had been temporarily transferred to the chowki. The sun had set and darkness had begun to descend by then, so Suraj Bhan had begged permission to return the following morning. He had come now to examine Aadil’s house and give his verdict on whether or not anything was missing, whether or not there was a clue somewhere in all the mayhem that might point to a possible suspect.
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A meticulous man, this, thought Muzaffar, watching approvingly as Suraj Bhan walked systematically through each room of the house, his gaze switching from one object to another, bending now to see something more closely, or lifting something to examine it against the sunlight streaming in through the windows which he had opened. The chowkidar, looking on, was silent, attentive.


‘Hey Ram,’ Suraj Bhan breathed when he entered the room in which the merchant’s stock of cloth had been scattered so freely and carelessly. ‘I saw this last evening too, but it looks even more horrifying in daylight.’ He heaved a sigh and reached into the pocket of his jama, pulling out a sheaf of papers as he did so. ‘Well, it is time I got down to work. This can be a tedious business, and it may take an hour or more.’ He glanced, as if warning, first at the chowkidar, and then at Muzaffar. Muzaffar nodded. The chowkidar, taking his cue from the nobleman, nodded too, but a trifle reluctantly.


And long it was, as well as tedious. Muzaffar, waiting patiently next to the threshold so as not to get in the clerk’s way, found himself impressed at Suraj Bhan’s efficiency. The man had obviously brought along lists of all he expected to find in Aadil’s house as merchandise. Now, having cleared half the room by piling up the cloth in the other half, he began taking an inventory of all the fabric, both whole and ruined, saleable and not.
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The sheaf of papers he had placed on the shelf, along with a new reed pen and an inkwell. One glance at the topmost page, then he would bend down, eyes darting quickly through the cloth pooling all about his bare feet – he had removed his shoes at the door. Then, having found whatever cloth he was searching for, he would gather it up, fold it or roll it up into a neat package, and deposit it on the sheet that he had spread out in the other half of the room. Back to the paper, Suraj Bhan would lift the pen, dip it in the ink and make a mark on the page before getting back to searching through the cloth all over again.


‘Would it be faster, do you think,’ Muzaffar asked after a few minutes of watching this procedure, ‘if I were to read out the contents of the pages to you?’


The man looked up at him with pleased surprise. ‘If you would, huzoor,’ he said, and handed over the pages, along with the reed pen. ‘This,’ he said, indicating the widest column of written matter on the page, ‘is the list of items. If you would read out one at a time, and then place a mark here, as I have done for the others – that will be of immense help.’


Even with the two of them working together on it, the inventorying of the cloth took nearly two hours. The chowkidar, having stood by the door with increasingly obvious impatience for half an hour, had finally mumbled something about having to check on the chowki, and had made himself scarce. Muzaffar, as he gradually became more familiar with the task he was helping with, began to talk to Suraj Bhan. The task, after all, from the finding of the cloth in question to its folding, was more mechanical than anything; and the clerk seemed not averse to conversation.


‘No,’ he said, as he examined – with a sad expression – a piece of fine embroidered muslin, which had caught on the hasp of the chest and ripped, ‘Aadil Sahib had no relatives in this part of the world. He was from Kashmir, huzoor, and that is where his family still lives. He is – was – never even really happy here in Dilli; was always yearning for home and wanting to go back. He told me, several times, that if he were able to find a good associate here, someone with whom he could build business ties, he would hand over his trade in Dilli and go home to Srinagar to run his end of the business there.’


‘I assume he did not find someone?’


Suraj Bhan shook his head. ‘No. It would have required a man willing to make frequent trips between Dilli and Kashmir. And Aadil Sahib, to be blunt, did not offer a share of the profits large enough to tempt any but the most desperate. A desperate man is not often the best man for the job.’ He folded the muslin, leaving the ripped section of it clearly visible on the surface, and put it with the rest of the damaged wares at one end of the sheet.
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