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PROLOGUE
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THE WIND HOWLED AND SWEPT down, almost ripping the tent flap from its seams. Frigid air elbowed in, sending arctic fingers down warm napes, devouring the thin blue flames of the fire. The woman lying on the thin cotton mattress in one corner shivered. She clasped her arms around her protruding stomach and moaned, “Ayah . . .”

The midwife rose slowly from her haunches, aged joints creaking, and hobbled to the entrance. She fastened the flap, came back to the woman, lifted the blanket, and peered between her legs. The woman winced as callused dirt-encrusted fingers prodded her.

The ayah’s thick face filled with satisfaction. “It will not be long now.”

The brazier in the corner flared to life as the midwife fanned the camel-dung embers. The woman lay back, sweat cooling on her forehead, her face worn with pain. In a few minutes, another contraction swept her lower back. She clamped down on her lower lip to keep from crying out, not wanting them to worry outside the tent, unaware that the screeching gale swallowed even the loudest wail.

Outside, an early night closed in on the campsite. Men huddled around a fire that sputtered and crackled as the wind lashed about their ears, kicking sand in their eyes and under their clothes, stinging their faces.

A few tents, tattered and old, crowded in a tight circle at the edge of the desert on the outskirts of Qandahar. Camels, horses, and sheep clustered around the camp, seeking warmth and cover from the storm.

Ghias Beg broke away from the group around the fire and, picking his way past the animals, trudged to the tent where his wife lay. Barely visible in the flying sand, three children crouched against the flapping black canvas, arms around one another, eyes shut against the gale. Ghias Beg touched the shoulder of the elder boy. “Muhammad,” he yelled over the sound of the wind. “Is your mother all right?”

The child raised his head and looked tearfully at his father. “I don’t know, Bapa.” His voice was small, barely audible; Ghias had to lean over to hear him. Muhammad clutched at the hand on his shoulder. “Oh, Bapa, what will happen to us?”

Ghias knelt, drew Muhammad into his arms, and kissed the top of his forehead gently, his beard scratching the sand on Muhammad’s hair. This was the first time he had shown any fear in all these days.

He looked over the boy’s head at his daughter. “Saliha, go check on your Maji.”

The little girl rose in silence and crawled inside the tent.

As she entered the woman looked up. She stretched out a hand to Saliha, who came immediately to her side.

“Bapa wants to know if you are all right, Maji.”

Asmat Begam tried to smile. “Yes, beta. Go tell Bapa it will not be very long. Tell him not to worry. And you don’t worry. All right, beta?”

Saliha nodded and rose to leave. On impulse, she bent down again and hugged her mother tightly, burying her head in Asmat’s shoulder.

In her corner, the midwife clucked disapproval, rising as she spoke. “No, no, don’t touch your mother just before the baby is born. Now it will be a girl child, because you are one. Run along now. Take your evil eye with you.”

“Let her be, Ayah,” Asmat said weakly as the midwife hustled her daughter out. She said no more, unwilling to argue with the woman.

Ghias raised an eyebrow at Saliha.

“Soon, Bapa.”

He nodded and turned away. Adjusting the cloth of the turban over his face, he wrapped his arms around his chest and walked away from the camp, head lowered against the shrieking wind. When he had reached the shelter of a large rock, he sat down heavily and buried his face in his hands. How could he have let matters come to this?

Ghias’s father, Muhammad Sharif, had been a courtier to Shah Tahmasp Safavi of Persia, and both Ghias and his older brother, Muhammad Tahir, had been well educated as children. Brought up in an increasingly prosperous household, the children were happy growing up, moving from one posting to another: first to Khurasan, then to Yazd, and finally to Isfahan, where Muhammad Sharif had died the past year, 1576, as wazir of Isfahan. If things had remained at an even temper, Ghias would have continued his life as a nobleman with few cares, debts to tailors and wine merchants easily paid off every two or three months, and his hand open to those less fortunate. But this was not to be.

Shah Tahmasp died; Shah Ismail II ascended the throne of Persia; the new regime was not kind to the sons of Muhammad Sharif. And neither were the creditors, Ghias thought, reddening under cover of his hands. Like pariah dogs sniffing at a rubbish heap, the creditors descended upon his father’s household, running practiced eyes over the furniture and carpets. Bills came piling onto Ghias’s desk, bewildering both him and Asmat. The vakils—his father’s clerks—had always taken care of them. But the vakils were gone. And there was no money to pay the creditors because his father’s property—Ghias’s inheritance—had reverted to the state upon his death.

One of the Shah’s courtiers, a longtime friend of his father’s, informed Ghias of his fate: death or imprisonment in the debtors’ prison. Ghias knew then that he could no longer live honorably in Persia. His head sank lower into his hands as he remembered their hurried escape at night, before the soldiers came to arrest him. They had bundled Asmat’s jewels, her gold and silver vessels, and any other valuables they could carry with them to trade on the way.

At first, Ghias had no idea where he would seek refuge. They joined a caravan of merchants traveling south, and during the trip someone suggested India. And why not, Ghias had thought. India was ruled by the Mughal Emperor Akbar, who was known to be just, kind, and above all open to men of education and learning. Perhaps he could find a position at court, a new start in life.

Ghias raised his head as the howling wind faltered for a second and the faint scream of a newborn babe pierced through the sudden lull. He immediately turned west toward Mecca, knelt on the hard ground, and raised his hands. Allah, let the child be healthy and the mother safe, he prayed in silence. His hands fell to his side when the prayer was done. Another child now, when his fortunes were at their lowest. He turned to look toward the camp, the black tents barely distinguishable in the dust storm. He should go to Asmat, but his feet would not move toward his darling wife.

Ghias leaned back against the rock and closed his eyes. Who would have thought the daughter-in-law of the wazir of Isfahan would give birth to her fourth child in such surroundings? Or that his son would have to flee his homeland, a fugitive from justice? It was bad enough that he had brought dishonor upon his family, but what followed on their journey had been worse.

On the way south to Qandahar, the caravan had passed through the Dasht-e-Lut, the great desert of Persia. The arid country had its own beauty: miles of land barren of vegetation, and spectacular dusky rose cliffs rising, it seemed, out of nowhere. But those cliffs were treacherous, too; they had hidden a group of desert bandits until it was too late for the ill-fated caravan.

Ghias shuddered, drawing the coarse woolen shawl closer around his shoulders. The thieves had swept over them in a confusing cloud of shrill noise and violence. They had left almost nothing; the jewels were gone, the gold and silver vessels gone, the women raped where they lay. Asmat had been left untouched only because she was so heavily pregnant. After the pillage, the caravan dispersed as people fled in search of refuge. And in the aftermath of the carnage, Ghias found two old mules, on which they had taken turns riding toward Qandahar, begging for hospitality from the numerous caravanserais along the way.

Exhausted, dirty, and bedraggled, the family wandered into Qandahar, where a group of Afghan kuchi—nomads—had offered them shelter and what little food they could spare. But they had little money, and even the journey to India seemed impossible. Now they had another child.

A few minutes later, Ghias stirred and made his way slowly to the tent.

Asmat glanced up from her bed. With a heavy heart, Ghias noted the dark shadows under her eyes as she smiled at him. Her face was almost impossibly thin, the skin stretched to breaking over her cheekbones. He reached out and smoothed the still sweaty hair from her forehead. Cradled in Asmat’s arms and swathed in some old cloth lay a perfect little child.

“Our daughter.” Asmat handed the baby to Ghias.

As he held the child, Ghias felt helplessness overcome him again. She lay in his arms, cleaned and clothed, a tiny infant, dependent on him for her life and sustenance. She was beautiful, with well-formed arms and legs, a thick head of shiny black hair, and long, curling, black eyelashes resting against delicate cheeks.

“Have you thought of a name for her?” he asked his wife.

“Yes . . .” Asmat replied, hesitating a little. “Mehrunnisa.”

“Meh-ru-nnisa,” Ghias said slowly. “Sun of Women. It is an appropriate name for this beautiful child.” He touched the baby’s little fist, curled against her chin in sleep. Then he handed Mehrunnisa back to Asmat. It was almost certain Asmat could not feed the baby herself. She would have little milk. Months of near starvation had made sure of that. Where would they find the money to pay a wet nurse?

Someone prodded him in the ribs. Ghias turned to see the ayah with her hand stretched out, palm open. He shook his head.

“Sorry. I have nothing to give you.”

She scowled and spat out a stream of brown tobacco juice on the ground. “Nothing.” He heard her grumble as she went out of the tent. “Even a girl child should be worth something.”

Ghias drew back to one corner, rubbing his forehead tiredly, and watched as their children—Muhammad Sharif, Abul Hasan, and Saliha—crowded around their mother and the new baby.

They could not afford to keep the child. They would have to give her up.

•   •   •

THE WIND DIED down during the night as suddenly as it had started, leaving a clear sky jeweled with twinkling stars. Ghias rose early the next morning while it was still dark and sat outside his tent. A hot cup of chai, more watery milk than tea leaves, warmed his hands and his chilled body. A few minutes later, the eastern sky was brushed with glorious reds, golds, and amber, the aftermath of the storm lending nature a new wardrobe of colors.

He reached inside his shawl and drew out the four precious gold mohurs nestled in his cummerbund. The morning sun touched the modhurs with a liquid fire, set off by his grimy hand. This was all they had left in the world. The thieves had overlooked the mohurs that Asmat had hidden in her choli, and Ghias was determined to buy his passage to India with the money. But this was all the gold would pay for; they needed more to survive.

Ghias turned to look at the turquoise domes and minarets rising in the distance, framed against the red morning sky. Perhaps he could find some work in Qandahar. Ghias had not worked a day in his twenty-three years. But Asmat needed lamb’s meat and milk to regain her strength, the children needed more clothing as winter approached, and the baby . . . Ghias would not even think of her, not even by name. What use was it, when someone else would look after her? He rose as the sun broke from the horizon and climbed in the sky, sending golden rays to embrace the camp. His jaw was set, and in his eyes there was the steely glint of newfound determination.

•   •   •

THAT AFTERNOON, GHIAS stood, shoulders hunched, outside a bakery in the narrow street of the local bazaar. The long folds of his qaba dragged on the cobbled street. People milled about, jostling him, yelling to their friends, calling out greetings to acquaintances.

Ghias raised his head and stared unseeingly into the distance. At first, he had tried for a job as a tutor to children of the wealthy nobles in the city. But everyone, looking at his torn clothes and grimy face, turned him away from their doorsteps. Then he sought work as a laborer, but his cultured accent and speech gave him away as a nobleman.

Suddenly Ghias was aware of the delicious smell of fresh baked nan, the local bread. His stomach growled insistently, reminding him that he had eaten nothing after his morning cup of chai. He turned to watch the baker pat out the thick white dough with his hands, scoop it with a wooden paddle, and then carefully slap it against the walls of the flaming-hot underground oven through a hole in the floor. Fifteen minutes later, the baker used a pair of iron tongs to peel the freshly baked bread off the walls of the oven. He stacked the bread, cream and rust-golden, on a pile near the front of the shop.

The aroma wrapped itself tantalizingly around Ghias. He drew out one gold mohur and looked at it. Before he could change his mind, he had bought ten pieces of nan and, with the change, some skewers of freshly grilled lamb kebabs, glistening with a lime and garlic marinade, from a nearby shop.

He tucked the valuable hoard under his qaba, the hot nan warming his chest, the smells watering his mouth, and wound his way through the bazaar. Asmat and the children would have something to eat for a few days. The weather was cold, the meat would keep, and perhaps their luck would change . . .

“Hey, peasant! Watch your step.”

Ghias felt a jolt, and the packets of meat and bread fell to the ground. He bent down hurriedly, arms spread out, before the crowds could step on the food.

“I beg your pardon, Sahib,” he said over his shoulder.

There was silence behind him. But Ghias, intent on grabbing his packets of food, did not realize that the merchant had stopped to look at him. He turned to the man and looked into kindly eyes in a sunburnt, lined face. “I am sorry,” Ghias said again. “I hope I did you no harm.”

“None at all,” the merchant replied, his gaze assessing Ghias. “Who are you?”

“Ghias Beg, son of Muhammad Sharif, wazir of Isfahan,” Ghias replied. Then, seeing the surprise on the man’s face, he gestured ruefully at his torn qaba and at the dirt-smudged pajamas he wore. “In another time, these were splendid and pristine. But now . . .”

“What has happened, Sahib?” The merchant’s voice was respectful.

Ghias looked at him and saw his blunt capable hands, the dagger tucked into his cummerbund, his worn heavy leather boots. “We were on our way to Qandahar when we were robbed of our belongings,” he replied, hunger slurring his words.

“You are far from home.”

Ghias nodded. “A long story. A change in fortunes, so I had to flee. May I know whom I have the pleasure of addressing?”

“Malik Masud,” the merchant said. “Tell me your story, Sahib. I have the time. Shall we go to the chai shop?”

Ghias looked toward the shop across the street, where steam rose from a cauldron of boiling milk and spices. “You are kind, Mirza Masud, but I cannot accept your hospitality. My family waits for me.”

Masud put an arm around Ghias and pushed him toward the shop. “Indulge me, Sahib. I want to hear your story as a favor, if you will grant me that.”

Still hesitating, Ghias allowed himself to be led to the shop. There, his precious package of lamb kebabs and nans secure on his lap, sitting shoulder to shoulder with the other patrons, he told Masud of all that had happened, even Mehrunnisa’s birth.

“Allah has blessed you, Sahib,” Masud said, putting down his empty cup.

“Yes,” Ghias replied. And blessed he was, even though things were difficult now. Asmat, the children—they were indeed blessings. The baby too . . .

Ghias rose from his bench. “I should go now. The children will be hungry. My thanks to you for the chai.”

As he was leaving, Masud said, “I am on my way to India. Would you like to accompany my caravan, Mirza Beg? I cannot offer you much, only a tent and a camel to carry your belongings. But it is well guarded, and I can assure you that you will be safe on the journey.”

Ghias abruptly turned back and sat down, his face mirroring the shock he felt. “Why?”

Masud waved the question away. “I will be going to pay my respects to Emperor Akbar at Fatehpur Sikri. If you follow me that far, I may be able to present you at court.”

Ghias stared at him, unable to believe what he had just heard. After so much trouble, when one problem seemed to come at the heel of the other, here was a gift from Allah. But he could not just accept this offer. He had nothing to offer in return. And as a nobleman’s son, and a nobleman himself, he should never be indebted to another for kindness. Why was Masud doing this?

“I . . . ,” he stammered, “I do not know what to say. I cannot—”

Masud leaned forward across the rutted wood table of the shop. “Say yes, Sahib. Perhaps if I fall to ill times in the future you can assist me.”

“That I would, Mirza Masud, without hesitation, even if you did not do this for me. But this is too much. I am grateful for the suggestion, but I cannot accept.”

Masud beamed. “For me this is nothing much, Mirza Beg. Please agree. You will give me the pleasure of your company on the journey. It has been lonely since my sons stopped traveling with me.”

“Of course I will,” Ghias replied. Then he said, smiling at the merchant’s insistence, “Any thanks I can give will be inadequate.”

Masud gave Ghias the directions to his caravan, and the two men parted in the bazaar. During the next few hours, as Asmat and the children packed their meager belongings, Ghias sat outside the tent, thinking of his meeting with Masud. Once, a long time ago, Ghias’s father had told him that a nobleman was as gracious in accepting help as in giving it. Remembering his father’s words—the only memories he had now of Muhammad Sharif—Ghias thought he would accept Masud’s help and repay him later.

Ghias and his family took leave of the kuchi who had sheltered them. In a fit of reckless generosity, Ghias gave away his last three gold mohurs to the kindly but poor nomads. They had sheltered his family when no one else had. To them was his first debt of gratitude, to Masud a lifelong one. He had kept the money to pay for their passage to India; now it was no longer necessary. They made their way to Masud’s camp. There, they were provided with a fine tent, and food from the common kitchen until Asmat was well enough to cook for them.

The caravan, winding almost one kilometer from head to tail, started toward Kabul. As the weeks passed Asmat slowly recovered her strength, color blooming in her cheeks again, her hair regaining its shine. The older children were well fed and happy, sometimes walking along the caravan, sometimes climbing up on the camels to rest. But all was not well. Ghias still had no money to pay a wet nurse, and though Mehrunnisa did drink some goat’s milk, she was growing more and more feeble each day. He thought with a pang of the three gold mohurs; they would have been useful now. But then, the kuchi, poor as they were, had been helpful to his family . . . no, it had been the right decision. When Asmat asked after the money, Ghias said so, firmly, not looking at his daughter.

One month after Mehrunnisa’s birth, striking eastward from Kabul, the caravan pitched camp near Jamrud, south of the Hindu Kush Mountains in the Khyber hills. The day was just failing, the clean sky ochre-toned. The colors of the land were muted: dull white of snow, smudged blue-black of rocks and boulders, dry brown of dying grass. The slow, biting cold of winter crept in through layers of wool and cotton shawls. Near the camp, lights twinkled from the last village they would come upon for the next few weeks, clinging to the hillside. And farther in the distance lay the first rising path into the mountains through the Khyber Pass.

Ghias helped Asmat collect twigs and dry branches for a fire. Then he sat near her, watching her chop a wilted cabbage and some carrots along with a shank of lamb for the kurma. Her hands were raw in the cold, her knuckles white. Mehrunnisa lay wrapped in a bundle just inside their tent. Muhammad, Abul, and Saliha played with the other children in the twilight. From where he sat, Ghias could hear their screams of delight as they threw snowballs at one another.

“They will get cold and wet,” Asmat said, looking up from her work. She put a cast-iron skillet on the makeshift chula: three flat stones in a triangle, holding the twig fire inside them.

“Let them be,” Ghias said softly, watching her. Asmat poured a little oil from an earthenware jar into the skillet, waited for it to heat, and added cardamom pods, a few cloves, and a bay leaf. The lamb meat went in next, and she browned it deftly with a wooden spoon.

“When did you learn to cook?” Ghias asked.

Asmat smiled, tucking in a stray lock of hair behind her ears. She watched the meat on the skillet intently, her face red and glowing in the heat from the fire. “I never learned, Ghias; you know that. Meals were always brought to me. They appeared like magic, out of nowhere. But the woman in the next tent taught me this kurma.” She turned to him anxiously. “Are you tired of it? I can learn something else.”

Ghias shook his head. “No, not tired of it. Even though,” he smiled wickedly, “we have eaten this every night for one month.”

“Twenty-two days,” Asmat said, as she added the vegetables to the meat and poured water into the skillet. A few pinches of rock salt from a gunnysack, a sprinkling of pounded masala of cloves, chili powder, and cardamom, and Asmat covered the skillet and sat back. She looked up at Ghias. “At least I do not burn the kurma anymore.”

“Asmat, we have to talk.”

Asmat turned away from him, pulling out a copper vessel. She dipped her hand into another sack, poured five handfuls of wheat flour into the vessel, and started to knead the flour into dough for chappatis with some water and oil. “I have to make dinner, Ghias.”

“Asmat . . . ,” he said gently, but she would not look at him. Her back was stiff, her movements jerky.

From inside the tent, Mehrunnisa cried. They both turned to the sound and waited. She cried again, feebly, without strength. Then, as though exhausted by the effort, the sound stopped. Asmat bent over the dough again, her fingers kneading it with a vengeance. Her hair fell over her face, sheltering her from her husband. One tear, then another fell into the dough, and she kneaded them in. Ghias rose and came over to her. He took her in his arms and she burrowed into him. They sat there for a few minutes, with Asmat leaning into Ghias, her hands still in the flour.

“Asmat,” Ghias said quietly, “we cannot afford to keep Mehrunnisa.”

“Ghias, please,” Asmat raised her face to his. “I will try to feed her. Or she will take to the goat’s milk, or we will try to find her a wet nurse. The women were talking the other day of a peasant who just had a child. We could ask her.”

Ghias looked away from her. “With what would we pay her? I cannot ask Malik for money.” He gestured around him. “He has already given us so much. No,” his heart strained as he spoke, “it is better for us to leave her by the roadside for someone else to find her, someone with the means to look after her. We cannot do so anymore.”

“You should have kept . . .” Asmat pulled away and started sobbing. But Ghias was right. He was always right. The kuchi had needed the money. Now they could not possibly look after the child, and Asmat’s tears would not stop.

Ghias rose, leaving his wife near the fire, and went into the tent. He had thought about this for a long time. Asmat could not feed the child because her milk had dried up, and at every cry her heart broke, for her child cried for milk, and she had none. They were feeding Mehrunnisa sugar water, into which they dipped a clean cloth and gave it to her to suck on, but it was not enough. She had lost weight at an alarming rate and was now much smaller than she had been at birth. Ghias was deeply ashamed that he could not take care of his family, that he had brought them to this. And he was terrified about this decision. But in his mind, it had to be done. He could not watch as Mehrunnisa became weaker and weaker each day. If he left her for someone else to find, they would bring her up and look after her. Others had done this, Ghias knew. Others had found children on the wayside and brought them into their homes as their own children. He picked up the baby and an oil lantern. She had fallen asleep again, a fretful sleep of hunger. When he came out of the tent he said to Asmat, “I should do so now, when she is asleep.”

Leaving Asmat with silent tears running down her face, he walked away from the camp. When he had reached the outskirts of the village, he wrapped his shawl around the sleeping baby and laid her down at the base of a tree on the main highway. Then he turned the wick of the lantern up high and set it near her. Surely someone would chance upon the baby soon, for it was not dark yet, and this was a well-traveled road. With a prayer on his lips, Ghias turned toward the village, which straggled up the mountainside. A sharp gust of wind brought the aroma of wood smoke from the village chimneys. Perhaps someone from the village, please Allah, someone with a kind heart. He looked down at the baby again. She was so small, so slight; her breathing hardly made a dent in the shawl.

Ghias turned to go. As he did a small whimper came from the bundle on the road. He went back to the baby and smoothed her cheek with his finger. “Sleep, precious one,” he murmured in Persian. The baby sighed, soothed by his voice and his touch, and went back to sleep.

Ghias glanced down at Mehrunnisa, then swiftly walked away. Once, just once, shivering now in the cold, at a bend in the road he turned back to look. The light from the lantern flickered in the approaching darkness; the tree loomed over, gnarled arms stretching in winter bareness. Mehrunnisa, wrapped in a bundle, he could barely distinguish.

•   •   •

AS DUSK SETTLED, the mountains took on purple hues in anticipation of the coming night. The white of the snow gleamed briefly and then dulled, and silence laid its gentle folds over the camp. Voices were tempered with fatigue. The campfires spit bits of wood and ash in sparkles. A wind from the north picked up tempo, whistling through the barren trees. A musket shot reverberated through the mountains and faltered in soft echoes. Just as the last sound died, a sharp wail filled the air.

The hunting party stopped in surprise, and Malik Masud held up his hand for quiet. They were near the camp, and for a moment the only sound they heard was from the crackling campfires. Then they heard it again.

Masud turned to one of his men. “Go see what that is.”

The servant kicked his heels into his horse’s flanks and rode toward the cries. In a short while he came back, holding Mehrunnisa in his arms. “I found a baby, Sahib.”

Masud looked down into the bawling face of the child. He thought he recognized her; then he was sure. The shawl she was wrapped in belonged to Ghias Beg; he had given it as a gift to the young man.

He frowned. How could Ghias abandon such a beautiful child? As the hunting party returned to camp his expression became meditative. He thought back to his first meeting with Ghias. He had judged the young man quickly, as he had other men all his life, but correctly as usual. Looking beyond the young man’s torn clothes and grimy face, Masud had seen intelligence and education—two qualities he knew Emperor Akbar would appreciate. And there was something endearing about him, Masud thought. Over the last month, the two men had spent a few hours together almost every night; for Masud it was as though his eldest son, now settled in Kurasan, was with him again. When the hunting party returned to camp, Masud dismounted and commanded a servant to bring Ghias to him.

A few minutes later, Ghias entered Masud’s tent.

“Sit down, dear friend.” When Ghias was settled, Masud continued, “I have had the good fortune to find a child abandoned nearby. Tell me, hasn’t your wife just had a baby?”

“Yes, Masud.”

“Then will you request her to nurse this child for me?” Masud brought forward Mehrunnisa. Ghias looked at his daughter in surprise, then at Masud. The older man smiled at him.

“She is now like a daughter to me,” Masud said, as he drew out a richly embroidered bag and took out some gold mohurs. “Please take these mohurs for her upkeep.”

“But—” Ghias started, holding his arms out for Mehrunnisa. At his touch, she turned her eyes to him.

Masud waved away his objections. “I insist. I cannot burden your family with another child without providing for her.”

Ghias bowed his head. Here was another debt he would find impossible to repay.

Asmat was in the tent when Ghias entered with Mehrunnisa. She stared at the bundle in his arms, knowing it was her daughter, reaching out for her instinctively. “You brought her back?”

“Masud did.”

Asmat hugged Mehrunnisa. “Allah wants us to keep this child, Ghias. We are indeed blessed.” She smiled fondly at the gurgling baby. “But how—”

Ghias silently pulled out the gold mohurs. The coins gleamed dully in the light from the lantern. “Allah does want us to keep this child, Asmat,” Ghias said softly.

The next day, Dai Dilaram, who was traveling with the caravan, agreed to nurse the baby along with her own. The caravan traversed the Khyber Pass safely, then went on to Lahore. From Lahore, Malik Masud guided his caravan toward Fatehpur Sikri, where Akbar held court. Almost six months to the day after Mehrunnisa’s birth, in the year 1578, the caravan entered Fatehpur Sikri.

A few weeks later, when Masud went to pay his respects to Emperor Akbar during the daily darbar, he took Ghias along with him. At Masud’s home, while the other children played in the street, Asmat waited for her husband in an inner courtyard, holding six-month-old Mehrunnisa in her arms. Mehrunnisa babbled at her mother’s solemn face, trying hard to draw a smile. Asmat, deep in thought, did not notice. She wondered whether they had reached the end of their long, tiresome journey, whether they could put down roots and survive in this foreign land, whether India would be home now.



ONE
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When my mother came near the time of her delivery, he (Akbar) sent her to the Shaikh’s house that I might be born there. After my birth they gave me the name of Sultan Salim, but I never heard my father . . . call me Muhammad Salim or Sultan Salim, but always Shaikhu Baba.

—A. Rogers, trans., and H. Beveridge, ed., The Tuzuk-i-Jahangiri

THE MIDDAY SUN WHITENED THE city of Lahore to a bright haze. Normally, the streets would be deserted at this time of day, but today the Moti bazaar was packed with a slowly moving throng of humanity. The crowds deftly maneuvered around a placid cow lounging in the center of the narrow street, her jaw moving rhythmically as she digested her morning meal of grass and hay.

Shopkeepers called out to passing shoppers while sitting comfortably at the edge of jammed, cubical shops that lay flush with the brick-paved street. A few women veiled in thin muslins leaned over the wood-carved balconies of their houses above the shops. A man holding the leash of a pet monkey looked up when they called to him, “Make it dance!” He bowed and set his music box on the ground. As the music played, the monkey, clad in a blue waistcoat, a tasseled fez on its head, jumped up and down. When it had finished, the women clapped and threw silver coins at the man. After gathering the coins from the street, the man and his monkey gravely bowed again and went on their way. On the street corner, musicians played their flutes and dholaks; people chatted happily with friends, shouting to be heard above the din; vendors hawked lime-green sherbets in frosted brass goblets; and women bargained in good-natured loud voices.

In the distance, between the two rows of houses and shops that crowded the main street of the bazaar, the red brick walls of the Lahore fort rose to the sky, shutting out the imperial palaces and gardens from the city.

The city was celebrating. Prince Salim, Akbar’s eldest son and heir apparent, was to be married in three days, on February 13, 1585. Salim was the first of the three royal princes to wed, and no amount of the unseasonable heat or dust or noise would keep the people of Lahore from the bazaar today.

At Ghias Beg’s house, silence prevailed in an inner courtyard, broken only by the faint sounds of the shenai from the bazaar. The air was still and heavy with perfume from blooming roses and jasmines in clay pots. A fountain bubbled in one corner, splashing drops of water with a hiss onto the hot stone pathway nearby. In the center of the courtyard a large peepul tree spread its dense triangular-leaved branches.

Five children sat cross-legged on jute mats under the cool shade of the peepul, heads bent studiously, the chalk in their hands scratching on smooth black slates as they wrote. But every now and then, one or another lifted a head to listen to the music in the distance. Only one child sat still, copying out text from a Persian book spread in front of her.

Mehrunnisa had an intense look of concentration on her face as she traced the curves and lines, the tip of her tongue showing between her teeth. She was determined not to be distracted.

Seated next to her were her brothers, Muhammad and Abul, and her sisters, Saliha and Khadija.

A bell pealed, its tones echoing in the silent courtyard.

The two boys jumped up immediately and ran into the house; soon Saliha and Khadija followed. Only Mehrunnisa remained, intent upon her work. The mulla of the mosque, who was their teacher, closed his book, folded his hands in his lap, and sat there looking at the child.

Asmat came out into the courtyard and smiled. This was a good sign, surely. After so many years of complaints and tantrums and “why do I have to study?” and “I am bored, Maji,” Mehrunnisa seemed to have finally settled down to her lessons. Before, she had always been the first to rise when the lunch bell summoned.

“Mehrunnisa, it is time for lunch, beta,” Asmat called.

At the sound of her mother’s voice, Mehrunnisa lifted her head. Azure blue eyes looked up at Asmat, and a dimpled smile broke out on her face, showing perfectly even, white teeth with one gap in the front where a permanent tooth was yet to come. She rose from the mat, bowed to the mulla, and walked toward her mother, her long skirts swinging gently.

Mehrunnisa looked at her mother as she neared. Maji was always so neat, hair smoothed to a shine by fragrant coconut oil, and curled into a chignon at the nape of her neck.

“Did you enjoy the lessons today, beta?” Asmat asked as Mehrunnisa reached her and touched her mother’s arm softly.

Mehrunnisa wrinkled her nose. “The mulla doesn’t teach me anything I don’t already know. He doesn’t seem to know anything.” Then, as a frown rose on Asmat’s forehead, she asked quickly, “Maji, when are we going to the royal palace?”

“Your Bapa and I must attend the wedding celebrations next week, I suppose. An invitation has come for us. Bapa will be at the court with the men, and I have been called to the imperial zenana.”

They moved into the house. Mehrunnisa slowed her stride to keep pace with her mother. At eight, she was already up to Asmat’s shoulder and growing fast. They passed noiselessly through the verandah, their bare feet skimming the cool stone floor.

“What does the prince look like, Maji?” Mehrunnisa asked, trying to keep the eagerness out of her voice.

Asmat reflected for a moment. “He is handsome, charming.” Then, with a hesitant laugh, she added, “And perhaps a little petulant.”

“Will I get to see him?”

Asmat raised her eyebrows. “Why this sudden interest in Prince Salim?”

“No reason,” Mehrunnisa replied in a hurry. “A royal wedding—and we shall be present at court. Who is he marrying?”

“You will attend the celebrations only if you have finished with your studies for the day. I shall talk to the mulla about your progress.” Asmat smiled at her daughter. “Perhaps Khadija would like to come too?” Khadija and Manija had been born after the family’s arrival in India. Manija was still in the nursery, too young for classes and not old enough to go out.

“Perhaps.” Mehrunnisa waved her hand in a gesture of dismissal, her green glass bangles sliding down her wrist to her elbow with a tinkling sound. “But Khadija has no concept of the decorum and etiquette at court.”

Asmat threw her well-groomed head back with a laugh. “And you have?”

“Of course.” Mehrunnisa nodded firmly. Khadija was a baby; she could not sit still for twenty minutes at the morning lessons. Everything distracted her—the birds in the trees, the squirrels scrambling for nuts, the sun through the peepul leaves. But that was getting off the topic. “Who is Prince Salim marrying, Maji?” she asked again.

“Princess Man Bai, daughter of Raja Bhagwan Das of Amber.”

“Do princes always marry princesses?”

“Not necessarily, but most royal marriages are political. In this case, Emperor Akbar wishes to maintain a strong friendship with the Raja, and Bhagwan Das similarly wants closer ties with the empire. After all, he is now a vassal to the Emperor.”

“I wonder what it would be like to marry a prince,” Mehrunnisa said, her eyes glazing over dreamily, “and to be a princess . . .”

“Or an empress, beta. Prince Salim is the rightful heir to the throne, you know, and his wife, or wives, will all be empresses.” Asmat smiled at her daughter’s ecstatic expression. “But enough about the royal wedding.” Her face softened further as she smoothed Mehrunnisa’s hair. “In a few years you will leave us and go to your husband’s house. Then we shall talk about your wedding.”

Mehrunnisa gave her mother a quick look. Empress of Hindustan! Bapa came home with stories about his day, little tidbits about Emperor Akbar’s rulings, about the zenana women hidden behind a screen as they watched the court proceedings, sometimes in silence and sometimes calling out a joke or a comment in a musical voice. The Emperor always listened to them, always turned his head to the screen to hear what they had to say. What bliss to be in the Emperor’s harem, to be at court. How she wished she could have been born a princess. Then she would marry a prince—perhaps even Salim. But then Asmat and Ghias would not be her parents. Her heart skipped a beat at the thought. She slipped a hand into her mother’s, and they walked on toward the dining hall.

As they neared, she said again, pulling at Asmat’s arm, “Can I go with you for the wedding, Maji? Please?”

“We’ll see what your Bapa has to say about it.”

When they entered, Abul looked up, patted the divan next to him, and said to Mehrunnisa, “Come sit here.”

Giving him a quick smile, Mehrunnisa sat down. Abul had promised to play gilli-danda with her under the peepul tree later that afternoon. He was much better than she was at the game, managing to hit the gilli six or seven times before it fell. But then, he was a boy, and the one time she had tried to teach him to sew a button he had drawn blood on all his fingers with the needle. At least she could hit the gilli four times in a row. She clasped her hands together and waited for Bapa to signal that the meal had begun.

The servants had laid out a red satin cloth on the Persian carpets. Now they filed in, carrying steaming dishes of saffron-tinted pulavs cooked in chicken broth, goat curry in a rich brown gravy, a leg of lamb roasted with garlic and rosemary, and a salad of cucumber and plump tomatoes, sprinkled with rock salt, pepper, and a squeeze of lemon juice. The head server knelt and ladled out the food on Chinese porcelain plates. For the next few minutes silence prevailed as the family ate, using only their right hands. When they were done, brass bowls filled with hot water and pieces of lime were brought in so they could wash their hands. A hot cup of chai spiced with ginger and cinnamon followed.

•   •   •

GHIAS LEANED BACK against the silk cushions of his divan and looked around at his family. They were beautiful, he thought, these people who belonged to him. Two sons and four daughters already, each special in an individual way, each brilliant with life. Muhammad, his eldest, was a little surly and sometimes missed his classes on a whim, true, but that would change as time passed. Abul showed the most promise of becoming like his Dada, Ghias’s father. He had his grandfather’s even temper and a small streak of mischief that made him tease his beloved sisters. All the more reason he would continue to love them deeply when they were older. Saliha was becoming a young lady now, suddenly shy of even her own Bapa. Khadija and Manija—they were children yet, unformed, inquisitive, curious about everything. But Mehrunnisa . . .

Ghias smiled inwardly, letting his eyes rest on her last. She was his favorite child, a child of good fortune. He was not normally a superstitious man, but somehow he had the feeling that Mehrunnisa’s birth had been a good omen for him. Everything good in his life had come from that time after the storm at Qandahar.

Eight years had passed since their hasty escape from Persia. Sitting here in this safe room, Ghias was suddenly transported to that moment before his introduction to Emperor Akbar in the darbar hall by Malik Masud. They had entered past the forbidding palace guards into the blinding sunshine of the Diwan-i-am, the Hall of Public Audience at Fatehpur Sikri. The courtyard was crowded. The Emperor’s war elephants stood at the very back in a row, shifting their weight from one heavy foot to another. Their foreheads were draped with gold and silver livery, and mahouts were seated atop their thick necks, knees dug into their ears. Next came a row of cavalry officers on perfectly matched black Arabian horses. Then came the third, and outermost tier, for commoners. The second tier around the imperial throne was for merchants and lesser noblemen, and this was where Ghias and Masud took their places, behind the nobles of the court.

When the Emperor was announced, they bowed low from the waist. Ghias glanced behind him to see the elephants lumber to their knees, tilting the mahouts to a sharp angle, and the horses and cavalry officers bend their heads. When they rose from the salutation, he gazed with awe at the figure on the faraway throne across a sea of jeweled turbans.

They all stood silent as the Mir Arz, in charge of official petitions, read out the day’s business in his singsong voice. Ghias watched and listened to the proceedings in a daze. The cloud of sandalwood incense, the richness of the Emperor’s throne with its jasper-studded beaten gold pillars and red velvet cushions, the sleek gray marble floor in front of the throne—all overwhelmed him. Finally, Masud was called forward. Ghias went with him, and in unison they performed the taslim, touching their right hands to their foreheads and bending from the waist.

“Welcome back, Mirza Masud,” Akbar said.

“Thank you, your Majesty,” Masud replied, straightening.

“You had a good journey, we trust?”

“By the grace of Allah and your Majesty,” Masud said.

“Is this all you have brought us from your travels, Mirza Masud?” Emperor Akbar asked, gesturing toward the horses, and the plates of piled silks and fruits from the caravan.

“One more gift, your Majesty,” Masud nodded to Ghias. “If I may humbly be allowed to introduce Mirza Ghias Beg to your court.”

“Come forward, Mirza Beg. Our eyes are not as good as they once were. Come forward so we may see you well.”

Ghias finally straightened from his taslim and took a few steps forward, raising his eyes to the Emperor. He saw a stout, majestic man with a kind face, a mole on his upper lip. “Where are you from, Mirza Beg? Who is your father?”

Stumbling over his words, Ghias told him. Every sentence he spoke echoed in his ears. His throat was dry, his palms damp with sweat. When he had finished, he looked at the Emperor anxiously. Had he pleased him?

“A good family,” Akbar said. Turning to his right, he asked, “What do you think, Shaiku Baba?”

Ghias then saw the child seated next to the emperor, a little boy perhaps eight or nine years old, his hair slicked back, wearing a short peshwaz coat and trousers of gold shot silk. Prince Salim, heir to the empire. Salim nodded solemnly, the heron feather in his small turban bobbing. Trying to mirror his father’s tone of voice, he said in his clear, childish voice, “We like him, your Majesty.”

Akbar smiled. “Yes, we do. Come back to see us sometime, Mirza Beg.”

Ghias bowed. “Your Majesty is too kind. It will be a great honor for me.”

Akbar inclined his head to the Mir Arz, who read out the name of the next supplicant from his scroll. Malik Masud gestured to Ghias and both men bowed again and backed to their places. They did not talk. When the darbar was over, Ghias left the hall in a stupor, the Emperor’s kind words singing in his ear. He had gone back to the court the next day, waiting for hours until the Emperor was free to talk with him for five minutes. After a few days of conversation, Akbar had graciously granted Ghias a mansab of three hundred horses and appointed him courtier.

The mansab system was used by Mughal kings to confer honors and estates. The mansabs translated into parcels of land used to support the upkeep of cavalry or infantry for the imperial army, so Ghias’s mansab could support, from its produce, a cavalry of three hundred horses. All this Ghias had to learn anew. The Mughal courts were different from the courts at Persia.

As the years passed, Ghias made himself indispensable to Akbar, accompanying him on hunting parties and campaigns and entertaining him with stories of the Persian courts. Akbar replied to Ghias’s efforts in kind, granting him the land and building materials for two splendid houses: one at Agra, the other at Fatehpur Sikri.

Today, they sat down to their midday meal at a rented house in Lahore. A few months ago, a new threat had reared its head on the northwestern frontier of the empire. The Emperor’s spies had brought news that Abdullah Khan, king of Uzbekistan, was planning to invade India. Fatehpur Sikri, though nominally the capital of the empire, was too far southeast for the Emperor’s comfort. Akbar wanted to be closer to the campaign mounted against the Uzbeg king, and he gave orders for the move to Lahore. The entire court had traveled with the Emperor, leaving the newly built city of Fatehpur Sikri deserted.

Allah had been kind to his family, Ghias mused as he stroked his bearded chin. Opulence surrounded them, a far cry from the destitute manner in which they had entered India. Thick Persian and Kashmiri rugs were piled on the stone floors. The lime-washed walls were hung with paintings and miniatures framed in brass. Little burnished teak and sandalwood tables held artifacts from around the world: Chinese porcelain statues, silver and gold boxes from Persia, ivory figurines from Africa. The children were clothed in the finest muslin and silks, and Asmat wore enough jewelry to feed a poor family for a year.

He still could not believe the blessings that had come his way and how much they had gained in the past years. The children had flourished here, strong and resilient, taking to the country and its people as though their own. Abul, Muhammad, and Saliha had been diffident at first about learning new languages and customs and playing with the children of the neighboring lords and nobles. Young as they were, they remembered much of the long, traumatic journey from Persia. For Mehrunnisa, everything was new and wonderful. The dialects in Agra had come more easily to her mouth. The blistering dry heat of the Indo-Gangetic plains did not seem to bother her; until she was five she ran about the house in a thin cotton shift, balking at having to dress up for festivals and occasions. She took their position for granted as promotions came to Ghias and they moved from one house to a bigger one until Akbar gave them a home of their own. This was the only life she had known. Ghias had worried most about Asmat, anxious about uprooting her and bringing her here. When her father had entrusted her to his care, he surely would not have expected that Ghias would take her away from her family.

Ghias looked at her, warming with pride and love. Asmat was in the early stages of yet another pregnancy, visible only by a slight rounding of her stomach. The passing years had not diminished Asmat’s beauty. Time had painted some gray in her hair and etched a few lines on her face. But it was the same dear face, the same trusting eyes. She had been brave, giving him strength at night when they lay beside each other in silence, darkness closing around them, and during the day when he was home working or reading, and she passed by, her anklets chiming, her ghagara murmuring on the floor. Islamic law allowed four wives, but with Asmat, Ghias had found a deep, abiding peace. There was no need to even look at another woman or think of taking another wife. She was everything to him.

A sudden movement caught his eye. Mehrunnisa was sitting at the edge of her divan, her eyes sparkling with excitement, smoothing the long pleats of her ghagara with impatient fingers. He knew she wanted to say something and could not keep still. He looked at her, thinking again of these past eight years, of how they would have been different if she had not been with them. A huge gap would have opened in their lives, never to be filled no matter how many children they had. How he would have missed her musical “Bapa!” when he came home and she flung herself into his arms with a “Kiss me first, before anyone else. Me first. Me first.”

Ghias bowed his head. Thank you, Allah.

Then he put down his cup and said, “His Majesty was in a good mood at the darbar this morning. He is very happy about Prince Salim’s forthcoming marriage.”

“Bapa—” Both Abul and Mehrunnisa spoke simultaneously, relieved that the enforced silence during lunch had finally been broken. Asmat and Ghias were very strict about not speaking during meals: a sign of good manners. And only when Ghias spoke could the rest of the family join in.

“Yes, Mehrunnisa?” Ghias hushed Abul with a hand.

“I want to go to the royal palace for the wedding,” Mehrunnisa said. Then she added hastily, “Please.”

Ghias raised an eyebrow at Asmat.

She nodded. “You can take the boys. Mehrunnisa and Saliha will be with me.”

•   •   •

MEHRUNNISA TUGGED AT her sister’s veil. “Can you see anything?”

“No,” Saliha said, her voice almost a wail. Just then, one of the ladies in the zenana balcony elbowed them to one side, allowing the crowd to swarm to the marble lattice-worked screen.

Mehrunnisa craned her neck, standing on tiptoe until the arches of her feet hurt. It was of no use. All she could see were the backs of the ladies of Akbar’s harem as they stood exclaiming at the scene below in the Diwan-i-am.

She fell back on her heels, her foot tapping impatiently on the stone floor. The day of the wedding had finally arrived, and she had not been able to catch a glimpse of the ceremony or of Prince Salim. It was unfair that her brothers were allowed to be present at the courtyard below while she had to be confined behind the parda with the royal harem. And what made it all the more unfair was that she was not even old enough to wear the veil, but for some reason her mother had insisted on keeping her in the zenana balcony.

Mehrunnisa jumped up and down, trying to look over the heads of the zenana ladies. At that moment, it did not strike her that she was actually in the imperial palace. Everything, every thought, centered on Salim. When the gates had opened and the female guards had eyed them with suspicion before letting them into the zenana area, Saliha had bowed to them in awe. Mehrunnisa had ignored them, her eyes running everywhere, not seeing the rainbow silks or the luminous jewels or the flawlessly painted faces. Her only thought had been to find a good spot at the screen to see the prince. And now they had been pushed to the back because they were younger and smaller than all the other women.

“I am going to push them aside and take a look.”

“You cannot do that. This is the Emperor’s harem; they are the most exalted ladies in the realm,” Saliha said in a horrified whisper, holding Mehrunnisa’s hand tight in hers.

“With very bad manners,” Mehrunnisa replied, her voice pert. “I have been pushed out of the way four times already. How are we supposed to see Prince Salim? They are not made of water that we can see through them.”

She pulled her hand out of Saliha’s grasp and ran to the front of the balcony. She tapped one of the concubines on the shoulder and, when she turned, slipped through the opening to press her face against the screen, her fingers clutching the marble.

Mehrunnisa blinked rapidly to adjust her eyes to the blinding sunshine in the Diwan-i-Am and gazed at the figure seated on the throne at the far end. Akbar was dressed in his magnificent robes of state, the jewels on his turban glittering as he nodded graciously to his ministers. The Emperor’s eyes were suspiciously bright when he looked at his son.

Mehrunnisa shifted her gaze to Prince Salim and held her breath. From here she could only see him in profile. He held himself with grace, shoulders squared, feet planted firmly apart, right hand on the jeweled dagger tucked into his cummerbund. Princess Man Bai stood next to him, head covered with a red muslin veil heavily embroidered in gold zari. If only the princess would move back a step so she could see Salim a little better, Mehrunnisa thought, her face glued to the screen. Perhaps if she leaned over to the right . . . The Qazi who was performing the ceremony had just finished asking Prince Salim if he would take the Princess Man Bai to be his wife. He now turned to the princess.

Mehrunnisa, along with the rest of the court, waited in silence for Man Bai to respond. Just then, someone rudely pulled her by the shoulder. She turned around to see the irate concubine glaring at her.

“How dare you?” the concubine hissed between clenched teeth, her face twisted in anger.

Mehrunnisa opened her mouth to reply, but before she could, the girl lifted her hand and slapped Mehrunnisa’s face, her jeweled rings cutting into her cheek.

Mehrunnisa raised a trembling hand to her face and stared at her, eyes huge in a pale face. No one—no one—had hit her before, not even her parents.

Tears sprang to her eyes as she glowered at the woman, spilling down her cheeks before she could stop them. Mehrunnisa wiped them away with the back of her hand. The concubine leaned over her, hands on hips. Mehrunnisa did not flinch. Instead, she bit her lip to keep back a retort, the slap still ringing in her ears. Suddenly she was terribly lonely. Somewhere in the background she saw Saliha, her face drained of color. But where was Maji?

“I beg your pardon.” Asmat had come up behind Mehrunnisa. She put an arm around her daughter and pulled her away from the furious concubine. “She is just a child—”

“Let her be!” a rich, imperious voice commanded.

Mother and daughter turned to look at the speaker, Ruqayya Sultan Begam, Akbar’s chief Queen, or Padshah Begam. Sensing conflict, the ladies around them turned from the Diwan-i-am to the drama in the zenana balcony. Their faces were tinged with excitement. So rarely did Ruqayya interfere in squabbles that this child must be special. A path cleared from Mehrunnisa to the Padshah Begam, and all eyes turned to Akbar’s main consort.

She was not a beautiful woman; in fact, she was quite plain. Her hair was streaked with gray, which she made no effort to conceal with a henna rinse. Inquisitive black eyes glittered out of a round, plump face.

Ruqayya’s importance to Akbar was far more than the brief physical satisfaction his mindless concubines could provide him. He valued her quick mind, sharp wit, and comfortable presence. Her position in the zenana secure, Ruqayya made no further attempt to beguile the Emperor—a waste of time in any case, when every day a fresh, new face appeared at the harem. So she left the satisfaction of Akbar’s physical needs to the younger girls while she made sure that he came to her for all else. That security lent her a calm demeanor, an arrogance, and a self-assurance. She was the Padshah Begam.

Ruqayya beckoned to Mehrunnisa with a plump jewel-studded hand. “Come here.” Turning to the concubine, she said harshly, “You should know better than to hit a child.”

The girl subsided mutinously to one corner, her kohl-rimmed eyes flashing.

Her mouth suddenly dry, Mehrunnisa walked up to the Padshah Begam. She wiped clammy hands against her ghagara, wishing she were anywhere but here.

The scent of ketaki flowers wafted to Mehrunnisa’s nostrils as the Empress put a finger under her chin and tilted her face. “So you like to watch the wedding celebrations, eh?” Ruqayya’s voice was surprisingly soft.

“Yes, your Majesty,” Mehrunnisa replied in a low voice, head bent to hide the gap in her teeth.

“Do you like Prince Salim?”

“Yes, your Majesty.” Mehrunnisa hesitated and looked up with a smile, the gap forgotten. “He is . . . he is more beautiful than my brothers.”

All the ladies around them burst out laughing, their laughter carrying down into the courtyard.

Ruqayya held up an imperious hand. “This child thinks Salim to be beautiful,” she announced to the ladies. “I wonder how long it will be before she finds him handsome.” Laughter swept through the room again.

Mehrunnisa looked around, bemused.

The wedding ceremony had just been completed, and the Qazi was registering the marriage in his book. The ladies shifted their attention to the Diwan-i-am, and Mehrunnisa escaped thankfully into her mother’s arms. Asmat pushed her daughter toward the door, signaling Saliha to join them.

As they were leaving, Ruqayya said, without looking in their direction, “The child amuses me. Bring her to wait upon me soon.”

Mehrunnisa and Asmat Begam bowed low to the Empress and let themselves out.

The wedding parties continued for almost a week, but Mehrunnisa, frightened after her encounter with Ruqayya, refused to go for the festivities. The concubine had merely made her angry; the Empress, with her glittering eyes and her aura of power, alarmed Mehrunnisa. Asmat Begam and Ghias Beg went every day to pay their respects to Akbar and his queens and to take part in the rejoicing.

A few days later, Ruqayya sent an imperial summons commanding Mehrunnisa’s presence at the royal zenana.



TWO

[image: images]

This Begam conceived a great affection for Mehr-un-Nasa; she loved her more than others and always kept her in her company.

—B. Narain, trans., and S. Sharma, ed., A Dutch Chronicle of Mughal India

A TALL EUNUCH WITH A wilting moustache met Mehrunnisa and Asmat at the entrance to Empress Ruqayya’s palace. He put a hand out to Asmat.

“Only the child,” he said. Then, seeing the sudden spurt of apprehension in Asmat’s eyes, he relented a little and added, “She will be sent home safely, but only the child must enter.”

Asmat nodded. It would have been futile to argue in any case. She leaned over to whisper, “Be good, beta. You will be all right, don’t worry.” Then she was gone. Mehrunnisa watched her mother leave, wanting to beg her to stay. How could she leave her alone here with the funny-looking man?

When she turned around, she found the eunuch scrutinizing her.

“So you are the child she likes,” he said, his voice a growl. He stepped back to allow her to enter into a dark antechamber. Beyond in the courtyard a rectangle of sunshine slanted through. The eunuch stopped Mehrunnisa’s progress with a hand. “Turn around.”

Mehrunnisa turned slowly, feeling the unnatural weight of her embroidered ghagara swirl around her. The blouse was loose; it hung about her shoulders even though it was laced tightly at the back. At home she wore thin muslin ghagaras and salwars. For the Empress, Asmat had dressed her in her best outfit, even though it was only a morning visit and not even a day of festival. The eunuch put a finger to her nape and turned her around until she stood facing him.

He pulled Mehrunnisa’s plait over her shoulder, checking its length against her hip, and touched her cheeks. Then he pinched her skin and peered at her teeth. Mehrunnisa pulled back, her face flushing, as his head loomed in front of her. What was she—a horse for sale?

The eunuch laughed, showing paan-stained red teeth. “So thin, so scrawny.” He poked her in the ribs. “Look at the bones sticking out here. What, don’t your parents feed you? Was that woman your mother? Now, she is pretty. But you—even your teeth have a hole in them. I wonder what she sees in you. She will tire of you soon. Come,” he said, pulling her by the arm, his nails digging into Mehrunnisa’s flesh. “Now remember not to repeat what I just said. Perhaps this should be your first lesson, girl. Never talk of what you hear in the zenana.”

Still laughing, he half-dragged, half-pulled Mehrunnisa down the corridor to the bathhouse. Slave girls bowed to the man as they passed. Her heart thumping, Mehrunnisa saw this and didn’t pull away from him. Maji was not here; she was all alone with this strange, pasty-faced, limp-moustached creature. Who was he? And why did he have so much power here, in this harem of women?

The Empress was preparing for her bath when Mehrunnisa entered the hammam. By this time a thin film of sweat had coated her forehead and dampened her armpits. If this man was so strange, how would the Empress be? She had been even more frightening the other day. The eunuch let go of Mehrunnisa’s arm and bowed deeply to Ruqayya.

“The child is here, your Majesty.” Then, not waiting for Ruqayya’s reply, he slid backwards out of the room.

Mehrunnisa was alone. She stood still, blinking in the sunlight that pooled around her from an overhead skylight, throwing lattice patterns on the ground. A tinkle of gold bangles made her look to one corner of the room. The Empress sat on a stool as sleekly muscled slave girls, their skins colored with the brown hues of the earth, took off her jewels. A eunuch stood nearby, holding a silver tray on which the jewels were laid. In the center of the room was an octagonal pool carved into the floor. A wooden bench ran along the inside of the pool.

“Come here, child.”

At the sound of the Empress’s voice, Mehrunnisa moved to the corner of the room where Ruqayya was seated, wearing a peacock-blue silk robe ablaze in gold zari. Her arm still hurt from where the eunuch’s fingers had pinched, but she suddenly wanted even his presence. She didn’t want to be alone here in the semidark room lit only by shards of sunlight from above, while slave girls and eunuchs watched her with deep-eyed curiosity.

“Al-Salam alekum, your Majesty.”

Mehrunnisa,” Ruqayya said, leaning back against a pillar. “It is a pretty name. Sit.”

Mehrunnisa came near her and sat down. Ruqayya reached out a hand to touch her dense black hair.

“Such lovely eyes. You are Persian?”

“Yes, your Majesty.”

Ruqayya’s round face creased into a smile. “Who is your father?”

“Mirza Ghias Beg, your Majesty.”

“Who is your grandfather?”

And so they talked for five minutes. Mostly, the Empress asked the questions—about Mehrunnisa, about Asmat, Ghias, her brothers. What they did, which mulla they studied with, what she had read recently. The Empress was not so frightening after that conversation. Her voice slipped into low, slumberous tones as the robe was removed and the slave girls massaged her with jasmine oil. Mehrunnisa watched as a slave girl’s brown fingers, glistening with oil, moved over Ruqayya’s large body. The slave kneaded the muscles in Ruqayya’s shoulders, and the Empress’s head fell forward with a sigh. The slave’s hands slid over the slope of her breasts, around her stomach, over her thighs, her movements quick with practice.

Then the Empress rose to descend into the pool slowly. Her hair swirled around her, loose from its usual bun. Mehrunnisa watched as the slave girls, still clad in cotton pajamas and cholis, went into the water with the Empress. Ruqayya lay back in the water as they soaped her, their palms frothing with wet soap nuts, then washed her hair and rinsed it.

At one point, the Empress sat up and said sharply to one of the slaves, “Did you bathe today?”

The girl, very young, and frightened now, stammered, “Yes, your Majesty.”

“Let me see,” Ruqayya commanded, sniffing at the girl’s hands, at her hair, under her armpits. She turned away and said in a menacingly quiet voice, “Get out. Now. And don’t ever come into my bath water unless you have bathed first.”

The girl scrambled out of the tub, dripping water over the floor and fled from the room, leaving wet footprints in her wake.

Mehrunnisa shuddered at the venom in Ruqayya’s voice. Goosebumps crawled up her back. She cowered into the shadows of the room, hoping the Empress would not notice her. There she sat in silence for the next two hours as Ruqayya finished dressing, throwing back one outfit, then another at the eunuchs until one finally pleased her. When the Empress left the room, she looked back at Mehrunnisa and said, “Go home now. Come again tomorrow.”

That was all.

Over the next few months, Mehrunnisa went when Ruqayya called for her, talking when the Empress wanted to talk, sitting in silence next to her when she didn’t. She saw that most of Ruqayya’s tantrums were just for pretense. The slave girl had insolent eyes, Ruqayya had told Mehrunnisa later in passing. But it had been no such thing. The girl had been too callow and too timorous to raise insolent eyes at the empress. Sometimes, though, Ruqayya was truly roused to anger, but mostly the Empress raised her voice just because she could. The title of Padshah Begam was not lightly bestowed nor lightly taken. Everything that happened within the harem walls, and quite a bit that happened outside, came to Ruqayya’s ears through various spies. Nothing was too big or too small for the Empress’s notice. Every illness, every pregnancy, every missed period, court intrigues, squabbles between wives and concubines or slave girls—every bit of information found its way to her palace.

Mehrunnisa began to look forward to these visits with Akbar’s favorite wife. She was fascinated by Ruqayya’s chameleonic moods, her calm and quiet, her fiery rages. She was fascinated too by how important she was, and thrilled that Ruqayya found her interesting.

But it was Salim she wanted to see. One day, as Mehrunnisa ran back to the zenana gates after spending time with the Empress, she entered the grounds of an adjoining palace by mistake. It was not until corridor after corridor had led her deeper into the palace that she realized she was lost. It was late in the afternoon, and the palace was silent. Even the omnipresent maids and eunuchs were hidden in the dark shadows of the bedchambers, waiting for the sun to wane. Mehrunnisa looked around and tried to retrace her steps. The gardens she passed were immaculate, the grass green even in the heat, the bougainvillea vines drooping with watermelon-colored flowers. She came to an inner courtyard paved with marble, a rectangle of blue sky above. The four sides of the courtyard were enclosed with deep, many-pillared verandahs. The pillars were also of marble and glowed a cool white in the heat of courtyard. Mehrunnisa slipped her arms around a pillar, reaching only halfway, and laid her sweating forehead against the stone. Perhaps in an hour someone would find her and show her the way out. She was too tired to wander any longer.

Even as she stood there a man came into the courtyard carrying a silver casket. He was dressed simply in white: a loose kurta and pajama, his feet in leather sandals. Mehrunnisa straightened from the pillar and started to call out to him. Then she drew back. It was Prince Salim. She slid down behind the pillar and peeped around it. Why was he alone, without attendants?

Salim went to the opposite end of the courtyard and sat down on a stone bench under a neem tree, its branches heavy with grapelike yellow fruit. He made a clicking sound with his tongue. Mehrunnisa almost fell into the courtyard in surprise as hundreds of pigeons roosting in the eaves came rustling out and flew to the prince. They swarmed about his feet, their throats moving furiously under a ring of iridescent green feathers. Salim opened the casket, dipped his hand inside, and threw a handful of wheat into the air. The grains caught the golden light of the sun as they showered onto the marble paving stones. The birds immediately began pecking at the wheat, their heads bobbing up and down. Some turned expectant looks at the prince.

He laughed, the sound echoing softly through the silent courtyard. “You are spoilt. If you want some more, come and get it.”

He held out the next handful on his palm. Undetected, hidden behind the pillar, Mehrunnisa watched the birds waddle around him as though undecided. Then, with great daring, one pigeon flew up to Salim’s shoulder and sat there. He stayed perfectly still. Soon the pigeons swarmed all around him, their gray and black bodies almost covering the prince.

“What are you doing here?” A hand caught Mehrunnisa by the shoulder and spun her around. Mehrunnisa stood up and dusted off her ghagara, lifting her face to meet the gaze of the eunuch.

“I’m lost.”

“Silly girl,” he whispered fiercely, pushing her from the courtyard. “You are in the mardana. Don’t you know it is forbidden to come into the men’s quarters? Go now, before Prince Salim sees you. He does not like anyone around him when he feeds the pigeons.”

“What are you doing here then?”

The eunuch raised his eyebrows. “I am Hoshiyar Khan.”

Mehrunnisa raised her eyebrows in response. “And I am Mehrunnisa. But who are you?”

He made a clicking sound with his tongue. “I . . . it does not matter. You have to go now, girl.”

Mehrunnisa turned for one last look at Salim before she left. He sat on the bench, crooning softly to the pigeons. When one lit on his hair, he laughed again, trying to look at it without tilting his head.

“Come on, come on,” the eunuch said impatiently. “No women are allowed in the mardana. You know that. The Emperor will have your head if he finds out.”

“He will not!” Mehrunnisa said. “I got lost. I did not come here deliberately.”

“Bap re!” Hoshiyar sighed, still pushing her in front of him until she almost tripped over the skirts of her ghagara. “She argues, too. I find her making moon eyes at Prince Salim, and she tells me she was lost.”

He took her out of the palace and pointed to the gates. “Go—and don’t let me see you here again, or I will have your head.”

Mehrunnisa stuck her tongue out at him and ran toward the gates. She looked back over her shoulder. Hoshiyar did not follow. He just stood there, and when she turned, he stuck his tongue back out at her.

•   •   •

“GOING TO SEE the Empress?”

Mehrunnisa whirled around, her hairpins tinkling to the floor, some bouncing to camouflage themselves against the pattern of the Persian rug.

“See what you have done!” she exclaimed, bending down to gather the hairpins. But a few were hopelessly lost, lying on the rug to poke bare feet at some later time. She straightened up and looked into the mirror.

Abul was leaning against the doorway, his arms folded across his chest. Abul was fifteen years old now, old enough not to tease her. But she knew he had a free afternoon, and she was his best target. Saliha ignored him. Khadija and Manija cried when he approached because he invariably pulled their hair or wrapped their ghagaras around their heads so they could not see, and he had to beat a hasty retreat before Maji or Bapa scolded him. So he came seeking her when his male friends did not take him away hunting or to the public houses—this last without Bapa’s knowledge, of course. Mehrunnisa forgot Maji’s injunctions about how a lady should behave and scowled at her brother’s image in the mirror.

Abul shook his head with a silent tut-tut. “Your face will freeze like that, and no one will marry you. You haven’t answered my question yet.”

“I am not going to, Abul,” Mehrunnisa said, composing her face again. Allah forbid that what Abul said might come true. “It’s none of your business. Go away and leave me to do my hair.”

“Come out with me, Nisa. We can play polo with mallets in the garden—without the horses, of course.”

She shook her head. “I cannot. I am going to the palace. Don’t bother me now, Abul, or I will tell Bapa you went to the nashakhana last night.”

“And I will tell Bapa that you went with me three nights ago. Dressed as a man, with a khol-painted moustache, and got drunk on three sips of wine. That I had to carry you home early. That my friends still ask after the pale-faced youth who has such a weak stomach that ‘he’ puts even a baby to shame.”

Mehrunnisa ran up to Abul and pulled him into the room. She peered outside the door. No one was passing. She pinched the arm she was still holding. “Are you crazy? No one can ever know that I went to the nashakhana with you. You forced me to, Abul.”

Abul grinned. “I did not have to force you very much, Nisa. You wanted to come. Be thankful Khadija did not wake up and wonder why you weren’t in bed. Bapa would have beaten you for sure if he found out.”

Mehrunnisa shuddered. What stupidity that had been. Tempting, but stupid. “You must never tell anyone. Promise me that. Promise.” She pinched his arm harder.

Abul pulled away, rubbing his sore arm. “All right, baba. I won’t. But come with me tonight. We can dress you up again and jump over the wall like last time.”

Mehrunnisa shook her head and went back to the mirror. “Once was enough. I just wanted to see what it would be like. Why do you go to that place anyway? All those men getting drunk and lolling over the divans, the serving girls wearing next to nothing sprawling all over them. . . .” She shuddered. “It was horrible. Don’t go there again, Abul. It’s not right.”

Abul wrapped a finger around her hair and pulled it. “That is none of your business, Nisa. You asked to go there; I took you. Now don’t tell me what to do. The promise not to tell Bapa only holds so long as you keep your moralizing tongue in your mouth. Is that clear?”

Mehrunnisa glared at him, reaching for a comb. Her hand swept over the tray, and a bottle of kohl powder toppled over, sprinkling glittering midnight over the embellished silver.

“You certainly are edgy today.” Abul grinned wickedly. “Would that have something to do with the wedding in the royal palace?”

“What wedding?” Mehrunnisa asked, lifting her nose in the air. “Oh, Prince Salim’s wedding.”

Abul sat down next to her.

“Yes, that wedding. Prince Salim is getting married for the second time. To the princess of Jodhpur, daughter of Udai Singh. He is known as the Mota Raja, the Fat King. I’ve seen him; it is an apt name. I wonder,” Abul picked up a delicately fashioned glass bottle and pulled the stopper so that the scent of frankincense flooded the room, “if Princess Jagat Gosini is fat also.”

Mehrunnisa slapped his hand lightly. “You will break the bottle.” She vigorously attacked her long tresses. When all the knots had been loosened and her hair lay about her shoulders in a sheet of shimmering silk, she divided it into three bunches and began to plait it.

Abul raised an eyebrow. “Why are you so unsettled, my dear sister?”

“I am not! The prince has a right to marry anyone he chooses.”

“True.” Abul nodded. “And he is well on his way to assembling his own harem. Two weddings in two years, and he is only seventeen. He already has a child from the first wife, though only a daughter, but he will soon have sons for the empire if he keeps up this pace.”

“So?” Mehrunnisa’s hands moved swiftly behind her head. When the plait had grown, she flipped it over one shoulder and continued down the front. “Why should it bother me?”
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