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Praise for Shadow Princess

“From a few lines in various historic documents, Sundaresan brings to life two little-known though remarkable women who, though they lived in the shadows of great men, proved that still greater women stood behind them.”

—The Oregonian

“Sundaresan marshals extensive knowledge of Indian culture and history to tell the story of Roshanara and Jahangir as well as that of the Taj Mahal. A perfect read for those who wish to delve deeply into the cultural struggles of Indian women and the Taj Mahal’s celebrated architecture.”

—Booklist

“Sundaresan has a scholar’s fascination with the period; she’s at her best describing the opulent court or the construction of the Taj Mahal.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Sundaresan brings sober devotion to the dynastic tale. . . . A mine of fabulous detail on the daily lives of the Mughal emperors.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Heavily researched and expertly written. . . . An exhilarating mixture of character and event, emotion and intrigue, extravagance and architecture.”

—India Currents

“Enthralling. . . . Sundaresan handles very complicated and varied history with a beautiful simplicity. The book never becomes bogged down in details, yet she provides a vivid look at an amazing period in Indian history. . . . I can’t sing her praises highly enough.”

—S. Krishna’s Books

 . . . and for Indu Sundaresan’s other remarkable historical novels

The Twentieth Wife

“Sundaresan’s debut is a sweeping, carefully researched tale of desire, sexual mores, and political treachery set against the backdrop of sixteenth and seventeenth-century India. . . . Sundaresan charts the chronology of the Mughal Empire, describing life in the royal court in convincing detail and employing authentic period terms throughout.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Fascinating. . . . The Twentieth Wife offers a rich and intimate view into palace life during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries—and an incisive look at gender roles of that period.”

—USA Today

“A rousing tale of the rise of the most powerful woman in Mughal Empire India—she who set into motion the forces that would, among other things and not at all incidentally, result in the building of the Taj Majal.”

—San Diego Union-Tribune

“Rich and realistic. . . . [A] delicious story.”

—The Seattle Times

“Indu Sundaresan has written a fascinating novel about a fascinating time, and has brought it alive with characters that are at once human and legendary, that move with grace and panache across the brilliant stage she has reconstructed for them.”

—Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, author of One Amazing Thing

“Informative, convincing, and madly entertaining. The reader comes away with an unexpected vision of the power behind the veil.”

—Marilyn Yalom, author of A History of the Wife

The Feast of Roses

“Imaginative storytelling.”

—India West

“The novel’s scope and ambition are impressive.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Pepper[ed] beautifully with her rich and well-informed vision of 17th-century Mughal India.”

—Seattle Weekly

“Sundaresan weaves a seamless story, integrating solid research about the political affairs of the Mughal kingdom into the fictionalized account of Mehrunissa’s life as empress so skillfully that she brings a sense of easy familiarity to Mughal court life.”

—The Seattle Times

The Splendor of Silence

“Sundaresan unfolds her bittersweet story in flashbacks that are full of sharply drawn details and adroit dialogue. It’s a riveting read.”

— The Seattle Times

“Indu Sundaresan expertly blends together history, memorable characters, and the sights, colors, and smells of India to create a hugely compelling novel. It is, quite literally, a feast for the senses.”

—David Davidar, author of The Solitude of Emperors

“Indu Sundaresan continues to display her talents as a great novelist of historical fiction. Finely researched and full of evocative details, this sweeping tale of intrigue brings to life a fascinating era with richly drawn characters and a story that is engrossing, deep, and surprising. Sundaresan will certainly please her many enduring fans as well as draw in a wave of new ones.”

—Samina Ali, author of Madras on Rainy Days
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For my mother, Madhuram,

and

my daughter, Sitara
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Sketch of the Taj Mahal Complex c.1648
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Principal Characters

(In alphabetical order)



	Abul Hasan

	Jahanara’s maternal grandfather




	Ahmad Lahori

	Architect of the Luminous Tomb




	Akbar

	Third Emperor of Mughal India (r. 1556–1605)




	Amanat Khan

	Calligrapher employed at the Luminous Tomb




	Antarah

	Jahanara’s son




	Arjumand Banu

	Titled Empress Mumtaz Mahal; Jahanara’s mother




	AURANGZEB

	Jahanara’s third brother; later, the sixth Emperor of Mughal India (r. 1658–1707)




	Babur

	First Emperor of Mughal India (r. 1526–30)




	Dara Shikoh

	Jahanara’s first brother; the expected heir to the Empire




	Ghias Beg

	Titled Itimadaddaula; Jahanara’s maternal great-grandfather




	Humayun

	Second Emperor of Mughal India (r. 1530–40; 1555–56)




	Ishaq Beg

	Jahanara’s eunuch




	JAHANARA

	Shah Jahan and Mumtaz Mahal’s first daughter and oldest surviving child




	Jahangir

	Fourth Emperor of Mughal India (r. 1605–27); Jahanara’s paternal grandfather




	Khurram

	Titled Emperor Shah Jahan; Jahanara’s father




	Mahabat Khan

	The Khan-i-khanan; Commander in Chief of the imperial armies




	Mehrunnisa

	Empress Nur Jahan; Jahanara’s maternal grandaunt; Emperor Jahangir’s twentieth wife




	Mumtaz Mahal

	Jahanara’s mother, for whom the Taj Mahal was built




	Murad

	Jahanara’s fourth brother




	NAJABAT KHAN

	Noble at court; Jahanara’s lover




	Raja Jai Singh

	Raja of Amber; noble in the Mughal court; original owner of the land on which the Taj Mahal was built




	Roshanara

	Jahanara’s sister




	SHAH JAHAN

	Fifth Emperor of Mughal India; Jahanara’s father




	Shah Shuja

	Jahanara’s second brother
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One

After the passing of midnight . . . a daughter was born to that tree of the orchard of good fortune; whereupon her feverish temperature (mizaj-i-wahhaj) transgressed the bounds of moderation. . . . This unexpected incident and soul-rending disaster filled the world with bewilderment.

—From the Padshah Nama of Abdal-Hamid Lahauri, in W. E. BEGLEY AND Z. A. DESAI, Taj Mahal: The Illumined Tomb

Burhanpur

Wednesday, June 17, 1631

17 Zi’l-Qa’da A.H. 1040

The Empress’s howl, splintered and exhausted, stretched thinly into the night air and then fractured into little pebbles of sound. One AM The coming dawn, still hours away, smudged the horizon in ghostly gray. Oil diyas and candles rippled in an impulsive draft of air, spilling light from the apartments fronting the Tapti River.

Mumtaz Mahal screamed again without a sound, lips drawn back over even, white teeth, eyes shut.

“Mama,” Jahanara desperately said, grasping her mother’s hand in her young, strong ones. “Can I give you some more opium?”

Mumtaz shook her head and leaned back on the pillows, shivers racking her body. Now, once the contraction passed—despite the long day and night of suffering—her features settled into an immeasurable beauty. It was there in the perfect cut of her nose, the seamless curve of her chin, the glowing skin and liquid eyes, irises ringed in darkening shades of gray. She had retained the newness of youth, though she was thirty-eight years old this year.

Empress Mumtaz Mahal, the Exalted One of the Palace—a title Emperor Shah Jahan had bestowed upon her a few years after they wed—let her hand lie in her elder daughter’s comforting hold. In another minute, the pains would begin again. As she struggled to give birth to her fourteenth child in nineteen years of marriage, she was grateful even for the fact of it, for she was married to a man more beloved to her than anyone else, Khurram. He had been Shah Jahan for many years now, but she still thought of him as Khurram—the name his grandfather Emperor Akbar had bestowed upon him at birth.

A roar filled her ears. Opium. She briefly considered it in the filigree silver bowl, sweet to the taste, mixed with dates, the juice of the tamarind, a sprinkling of crushed cashews and almonds, studded with raisins. She had already eaten five round balls, each the size of a jamun fruit, since her waters broke . . . when was that? But the opium, always effective before, had only just razed the edges of the pain this time; she was hesitant to take more. The midwives, with their constant chatter and advice, had said that it would not harm the child already formed inside her. Mumtaz did not believe them. Her belly began to throb again, and she screamed, frantic with worry that Khurram would hear; he was sure to be nearby, though he was not allowed to enter the birthing chamber. There were some rules even the Emperor of the Mughal Empire could not circumvent.

A gaggle of midwives flitted around the room, keeping their distance from the bed where their Empress lay. She could not bear their touch upon her so soon.

Jahanara’s fingers constricted, and Mumtaz, through her screaming, gasped, “Let me go, beta.”

The girl did in fright, covering her own face instead. When Mumtaz could rouse herself, she reached out blindly.

On her left side, a voice said, “I am here too, Mama. I will comfort you. If you do not want your hands held too tight, I will hold them lightly.”

The Empress sighed. She turned to her second daughter, Roshanara, and then back to Jahanara. How similar they were to each other, though, and she smiled within; they would hate that comparison. Jahan was seventeen years old, willowy and upright. She had a thin, sharply structured face, all planes and angles, brows that had been plucked to arch thickly above the bones surrounding her eyes, hair drawn back in this heat and plaited down her back. Roshan was a smoother version of her older sister, her skin more fair, her eyes colored with flecks of green, her face round. And yet, despite this outward physical sophistication, she was only fourteen years old, three years younger than Jahan in age—a lifetime in understanding. She should not have been here, but she had insisted and Mumtaz had given in, unable to argue once the labor began. After all, the girls would one day be mothers themselves; let them see and learn and know what a woman was to do in her life. Between the two of them, there was already a slender rivalry, so inconsequential now as almost not to exist. But, Mumtaz thought, she was here to control them, for they needed a mother’s hand; Khurram was of little help, he had too much love for one child and a bland indifference to the other.

When her belly strained with the next contraction, Mumtaz wondered why her thoughts were so clear. During the thirteen previous births, she had no memory of actually thinking anything. Those experiences had been simple, practically easy, an ache in her lower back, a sucking of opium, the child brought out splitting the room’s seams with its cries, each successive yell painting smiles on all of their faces. Laughter from outside as Khurram heard the news, his ear pressed against the wood of the door. Then there had been those early years when Khurram and she, and the children, had been sent in official exile to stumble around the Empire, pursued by his father Emperor Jahangir’s troops. Some of the births had taken place in tents, on the roadside. Even now, in these comparatively restful times, with the whole Empire in the palms of their hands, Mumtaz could hear the distant rumble of pursuing horse hooves and felt an overwhelming fear for their lives if they were caught.

Not all the children had lived. There had been a girl before Jahanara who had died when she was three years old, and Mumtaz had to struggle to remember her name . . . and her face. They were still in Emperor Jahangir’s good graces at that time, and so he had sent his condolences to his son and his daughter-in-law upon that child’s death. Some of the other children had been stillborn, mercifully so, not giving her the time to create an attachment with them. Some had died within a few days; some, like that oldest girl, had died of the smallpox or of a mysterious and stubborn fever just as they were beginning to crawl, or walk, or babble or talk. But she still had six children. Jahan and Roshan—the only two girls—here with her and four fine boys in the outer room with their father. And if this child lived also . . . She touched her belly gently, and for the first time came this thought—if this child lived and she herself did not die, there would be seven. And she still had some childbearing years left in her, and though Khurram and she had been married so many years, despite the burdens of the Empire, despite the women in his harem, he would visit her bed. And so there would be other children. In the end, this, and everything else, was in Allah’s hands.

“Jahan, you are of an age to marry soon,” she said faintly when the contraction had passed.

“I am?” And then, softly, “I am.” Those two words were fraught with longing, and Mumtaz watched her child. So she had felt too at her age, well before her age, with none of the patience Jahan had. “We will speak of it when you are feeling better, Mama.”

“Your Bapa and I have been talking,” Mumtaz said, the words rushing from her mouth, determined to use this precious, snatched moment of calm. She had realized the truth of what was to happen to her, suddenly and with clarity. Her only anxiety was that she would not be able to see Khurram before . . . and she wanted to see his face, touch him, hear his voice. But she had her duties to her children too. She beckoned with a tired hand. “Come closer.”

She had meant this for Jahan, but Roshanara also crowded over her. “There is an amir at court, of a good family who have been servants of the Empire for generations. They hail from Persia, descended from the Shah, though their ancestral lands are in Badakhshan. Your Bapa and I will not force you into a marriage you do not want, Jahan, but—”

“You know that I will want what you do, Mama,” Jahanara said. “Why all this now? We will have plenty of time later, save your energy for the child.”

Empress Mumtaz Mahal closed her eyes, exhausted, and lay unmoving on the bed for so long that the two girls gazed at each other in trepidation. Roshanara bent to her mother’s ear and whispered, “What is his name, Mama?”

“Najabat Khan.”

Neither of the girls knew anything about Mirza Najabat Khan. They had been at court only a few times in the zenana balcony behind their father’s throne, not paying attention to the names of the nobles presented to the Emperor, mesmerized instead by the glittering gold and silver standards, the absolute quiet in a room thronging with men, the rows of turbaned heads bent in deference to their Bapa.

Mumtaz took a deep breath as pain bit into her lower back again. “Jahan, call for your father.”

Jahanara rose; orders from her mother were obeyed almost before they left her lips. When she realized what was being asked, she dithered. “Bapa cannot come here, Mama.”

“He has not until now,” Mumtaz said. “But I want him.”

The midwives grabbed veils and drew them over their heads, falling into submissive attitudes even before the Emperor had stepped into the room. Someone clucked, in disapproval, and Mumtaz, though she heard the sound, paid little heed to it.

“Tell him to come.”

Jahanara bowed to her mother. “He will be here, Mama, as soon as I can open the door.”

“Go, Roshan,” Mumtaz said to her younger daughter. “I want to be alone with your Bapa now.”

Roshanara went from her mother’s bedside, her mouth pursed with discontent, and sat down with the slave girls, who had made a space along the wall for her. When Jahanara put her hand on the latch, the metal chill against her skin, she heard the midwife mutter, “The head is showing, your Majesty. It will not be long.”

•  •  •

Princess Jahanara Begam rested against the door and rubbed the back of her aching neck. Her mother had labored for thirty hours, and now finally the child’s head was crowning. At first, this confinement had been like so many others at which Jahanara had been present. The slave girls had laughed and called out for the birth of a son. The sage primary midwife sat in one corner (holding her own court among the lesser midwives), nodding at the jokes, her fingers busy with her knitting so that they would remain supple when she was needed. Aside from the opium, Mumtaz had wanted to eat only apples. Jahanara had patiently sliced and fed them to her mother. These were early apples from the valleys of Kashmir, exquisitely tiny and well formed, the size of cherries. Their aroma filled the room in this fiery month of June—in the middle of the flat plains and miles from the cool mountains of Kashmir—and all of their senses slavered. Jahanara had seen saliva drip from the primary midwife’s mouth. But the fruits were for the Empress, and no one, not even her children, princesses of royal blood and birth, had a right to them. And then, in the past few hours, something had changed. Not the fact that Mumtaz had labored too long but that she had struggled too hard, her eyes vacant during the contractions, her conversation impeccably lucid in between. As though she would never find the time to speak again.

At that thought, Jahanara picked up the skirts of her ghagara and fled down the dim corridor in search of her father, and when she reached the end, someone put a hand across, halting her progress. She stopped, breathing hard from the running.

“What is it, Aurangzeb? Why are you awake? You should be in bed, this is women’s work.”

Her brother’s figure detached itself from the shadows. At thirteen he was already almost at her height. Aurangzeb was as thin she was, but whereas her gait and her carriage were assured, he was at that awkward, dangling age with his torso not grown into his long arms and legs.

“Is Mama all right, Jahan? Can I go and see her?”

Jahanara drew back from him, outraged. “Mama has asked for Bapa—I’m on my way to get him, and even he should not be in her apartments now. How can you think you would be allowed?”

He shook his head absentmindedly, as though he had not heard her. “Why would I not be allowed? You are. What is wrong? Is the child born? Why is it taking so long?”

He still had his hand on her arm, and Jahanara shook him off with an impatient gesture. In the semidarkness of this outer corridor of the palaces at Burhanpur, Prince Aurangzeb’s mouth twisted for a brief moment with pain. It was not as though they all did not like him, Jahanara thought. Aurangzeb was one of them; they shared the same father and mother—and this in itself was so unusual in these times, when Bapa could have had numerous wives and concubines—nothing diluted their ancestry. But a minor sliver of irritation lay between them and Aurangzeb. It was . . . his intensity, his supreme confidence (so misplaced in her mind; he was a child, had done nothing yet, and would probably do nothing in the future), his insistence on what he thought was right and what wrong.

She said, as forcefully as she could, “Don’t be foolish enough to enter the birthing chamber, Aurangzeb. Remember that you are a royal prince and must follow convention.”

Her brother had turned to the doors at the far end of the corridor, but at Jahanara’s words he paused. She left him and ran to her father, knowing that nothing but the casual mention of propriety (which to Aurangzeb was akin to something holy and held in reverence) would have stopped him. She ran swiftly, her heart surging in her chest, not seeing the eunuchs on guard along the way who bowed to her. Where was Bapa? Where was he? She burst into her father’s apartments and shook him awake.

“Mama wants you,” she said, sobbing now. “Go to her. She is dying.”

•  •  •

By the time Emperor Shah Jahan entered the apartments, Mumtaz had given birth to their fourteenth child and was asleep. Jahanara and he had stood outside for twenty minutes, their hands linked, listening to the Empress’s cries, and then the wail of the child. The Matron of the Harem, Satti Khanum, had put her head out when they knocked and said, “Her Majesty is fine, your Majesty. Silly child”—this to Princess Jahanara—“to rouse your father from sleep with fears such as these.”

“I want to see her, Satti,” Shah Jahan had said.

“Soon, not now. You cannot watch the birth itself. Stay outside, your Majesty, I will call for you.”

And so they had been left at the door, leaning with their ears flattened against the wood. They had heard the child bawl, a sigh from Mumtaz, a quietness as she slept. And then Satti had opened the door for her Emperor.

The baby, a girl, was in a gold and silver cradle in one corner of the room. The women around—midwives and slaves—melted away to make themselves inconspicuous as Shah Jahan bent perfunctorily over the child. She was awake, and her vivid blue eyes looked out at him from the folds of silk swathed around her little body.

“Did her Majesty give the child a name before she slept?” Shah Jahan asked.

“She suggested—” Roshanara came flying to her father’s side and clasped his arm around the wrist. “She suggested Goharara, Bapa. Do you like the name?”

“Whatever your mother wants is what will be, my dear. Go.” He nudged her away. “I must be alone with her.”

He went to the bed and sat down on a low stool someone had set there for him, his knees raised level with his chest, his hands on his thighs. For a long time, as the dark of night wore out and the light of day came to claim its share of time, he gazed at his wife, noted the rise of her chest as she breathed, marveled at the sheer beauty of her features. He would never tire of this simple act. He placed a broad hand on her brow, but she did not stir. Her skin was too warm, he thought, and snapped his fingers once, without turning around. A slave brought a bowl of water scented with the attar of roses and a soft towel, which he dipped into the water and laid on her forehead.

“You must get well soon, my love,” he said gently. “We have to enjoy the throne of Hindustan, now, when we finally have what I have labored for.”

Four years ago, Shah Jahan had fought a bloody and terrible battle for this Empire. He had killed his brothers, his cousins, his nephews without a thought for mercy, for he had known that if they in turn had the throne within their grasp, none would have been shown to him. Minor rebellions still abounded, to be sure, and one such had brought them to the southern boundaries of the Empire, all the way here to Burhanpur, where they had once spent years in a sort of semiexile, where some of their other children had been born, where the throne—set so far away at Agra, hundreds of miles to the north, with its immense treasury of jewels—had seemed unreachable. But Mumtaz and he reigned now over this mighty, stupendously prosperous land, and their names would forever be etched in history, and when posterity spoke of the Mughal Empire, it would be in hushed tones of awe and reverence. And his name, and his beloved’s name, would come to signify everything Mughal. There was very little of the self-effacing in Emperor Shah Jahan—in any case, it was not humility which had put the crown upon his head when his own father had designated another son as heir and chased him out of India.

On the bed, Mumtaz Mahal stirred. It was a little, restless movement, caught by everyone in the room watching their Emperor at the bedside of the woman who was his world, who had been similarly taught to consider their Empress as constituting the entirety of their world. It was not a difficult task for these retainers, for in following their Emperor’s wishes came some wealth, some influence in the imperial zenana, and the simple ability to preserve their heads on their shoulders so that they might see another day.

When her breathing evened again, Shah Jahan captured his wife’s wrist and laid his lips upon the skin on the inside of her elbow. The child in the cradle raised a tiny voice, and a wet nurse with engorged breasts rose to feed her. Earlier in the day, this woman had been chosen from the many others who had presented themselves at the palaces, their persons neat, their hair combed, their teeth brushed rigorously with twigs from the neem tree. For to nurse a royal offspring meant riches, unimaginable affluence, perhaps even devotion from the child. Who, if a boy, could one day wear the crown of Hindustan, and who would remember even in adulthood the woman who had nursed him in infancy. Satti had picked this fortunate woman, with her thick peasant face, her lush and rounded body, her clean mouth, and her honeyed milk, which Satti had tasted herself.

“Is she all right, Khurram?”

Shah Jahan stumbled in his haste to rise from the stool and kneel by his wife’s bed. He laid his arms over her waist and thighs. “Yes, Arju. Are you, my love?” So he also called her, Arju, short for Arjumand, the name she had been born with.

She seemed to wait a long while before answering. “I’m tired. It was . . . harder this time. I’m glad for this moment when I can see you.”

“What sort of talk is this?” he asked lightly, even as his heart began a mad thumping within his chest. So something was wrong. Arjumand had never before been so distressed. The birth of a child was an occasion of joy, and no matter how much she had suffered, she had been smiling and happy when he came to her. The fears evoked by his daughter’s distraught words, laid to rest by Satti Khanum at the door, came flooding back in him. When his wife’s lips moved, he bent over her and laid his cheek by hers, not allowing her to speak. She would be fine, surely.

“Let me call for the hakims,” he said.

“Wazir Khan?” Her voice was barely audible. “He knows nothing about women’s matters, and he has never been allowed into the imperial zenana before. What would he do?”

“But you—”

“I am all right, Khurram. Tired, that’s all. All right now that I have seen you. Will you stay here?”

“Yes,” he said simply, and then he felt the brush of her eyelashes upon his skin as she closed her eyes and slept.

When day broke over Burhanpur and the muezzins’ voices floated over the air to call the faithful to prayer, Shah Jahan left Mumtaz still asleep and went to his chambers to pray. He moved slowly through the zenana, worn from his vigil by his wife’s side. In the last hour, Jahanara had come to sit by him and had put her head on his shoulder as they watched Mumtaz Mahal. When he departed, he left his daughter by her mother’s side. She was sleeping also, still sitting on the floor, leaning against the mattress, her face against Mumtaz’s hand.

Two hours after Emperor Shah Jahan left his wife in her apartments, Princess Jahanara woke with a feeling of dread. Her mother’s hand was cold. Jahanara scrambled up and saw that her chest was stilled of breath, her face calm, as though she was still asleep.

“Bapa,” she howled. Her voice brought the women of the zenana flocking into the apartments. She pushed them aside and ran out again, tears streaking her face. Down the corridors, into her father’s room, where he was resting. She did not know what to tell him, how to tell him of this. Even as she ran, she knew that something had changed in their lives from this moment. Who would look after them now? Who would look after Bapa? He was the supreme ruler of the Mughal Empire, but he would not think his life worthwhile without the woman he loved.
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Two

And that treasury of modesty and coffer of chastity was buried according to the custom of temporary burial (amanat) in the building (‘imarat) inside the garden of Zainabad at Burhanpur, which is situated on the other side of the river Tapti; and the said building is constructed in the midst of a tank.

—From the Padshah Nama of Abdal-Hamid Lahauri, in W. E. BEGLEY AND Z. A. DESAI Taj Mahal: The Illumined Tomb

Burhanpur

Wednesday, June 17, 1631

17 Zi’l-Qa’da A.H. 1040

The child who had entered the world and sent her mother from it had been taken away, her whimpers fading with the wet nurse’s footsteps. Rain came soon after the second pahr of the day was struck, after the noon hour. The day had begun clear as a diamond of the first water, the sun brilliant, the heat suffocating in its intensity. Then the skies had gathered a fistful of clouds over Burhanpur, ominously dark, laden with rain. The first streak of lightning outlined the somber black stones of the fort at the banks of the Tapti, the first boom of thunder rattled the windowpanes of the chamber where Mumtaz Mahal had lain on the birthing bed.

Then, the skies opened up, and the rains, mild at first, raged into a fury. A few short hours after the Empress had drawn her last breath, she was laid in the ground and covered with the wet earth—Muslim strictures and the heat did not allow for delays in burial.

They stood in a line behind the imam, linking hands: Jahanara, Dara, Shah Shuja, Roshanara, Aurangzeb . . . and even Murad, who was only seven years old. Murad moved closer to Jahanara. His greatest worry was that the egret feather Bapa had given him two days ago—to plume in the pearl aigrette on his turban—would be in a sad state of drooping. He touched his head surreptitiously. His turban felt tight on his forehead. He wiped his nose, and the imam droned on. His sister’s hand clutched his a little too tightly. As he wriggled his fingers, Jahanara said, “Quiet, Murad. Pay attention to the imam.”

She shivered, and by her side, Aurangzeb said, “Yes, listen to the prayer for our Mama.”

Jahanara had chosen this spot where their mother was to lie in Zainabad Bagh, on the eastern bank of the Tapti and across the river from the fort. If she turned her head, she could see the windows of the apartments where Mama had died, and, as that thought came, she did turn to look and saw the lone glimmer of white in the massive courtyard of the fort, built twenty feet up from the water level. Bapa. Also standing in the rain, watching them all from afar. He had refused to come for the burial, refused as Murad had initially, choked with grief, with disbelief, with the conviction that if he did not attend this hurried funeral, he would find his wife alive again.

There had been no such luxury for Jahanara, for even as her mother died, she had become Padshah Begam, the chief lady of the harem, in her place. The shift of status was almost unnoticed, from that first moment when she had run down the corridor, leaving the door to her mother’s apartments open behind her. “The Empress is dead,” attendants had wailed. In a gossamer deference, eunuchs had bowed more deeply to her. Her father had been rising from the bed when she flew into the room. She had not been able to speak, only mouth this, Mama is dead, Bapa. He had fainted, falling with such abandon that his right elbow would ache for the next week. An hour later, questions had begun quietly in her ear.

Where should her Majesty be buried, your Highness? Jahanara had lifted her gaze to the vista beyond the windows, to Zainabad Bagh, to the pond in the middle of the gardens with its flat-roofed baradari where Mama had ordered entertainments for them all—music, dance, wine, and food—on moonlit nights.

She had washed her mother’s body herself with Satti Khanum. The tears had come, again, as she wiped Mama’s face with the pure Ganges water they used for drinking. Once. Twice. A third and final time with little cubes of camphor powdered in the water to perfume the body. Three silk shrouds, scattered with a hundred tiny diamonds, were wrapped around Mumtaz Mahal. The strictures demanded that the cloth be plain, but Jahanara had set twenty seamstresses to embed diamonds into the silk. Mumtaz’s hair had been smoothed down and coiled behind her head. Jahanara had left on her mother a pair of diamond studs, the diamond ring that pierced her nose, twelve bangles with diamonds on each of her wrists, refusing to listen to any reason about divesting her of her jewelry.

“She is an Empress,” she had said. “She cannot go to her grave like a pauper.”

No one had argued with her beyond that, not even Satti Khanum, whose voice rose in the zenana on all occasions, who had had Mumtaz Mahal’s ear in every matter, who was almost as powerful in the imperial harem as the Empress herself.

Jahanara then had gone in search of her brothers and found them huddled outside their father’s apartments. Dara sitting on the floor, watching his hands. Shuja weeping in one corner. Murad rolling a wooden toy horse and cart on the carpet. And Aurangzeb pacing so furiously that his bare feet slapped on the stone floors of the outer chamber.

“The funeral will be after the second watch,” Jahanara had said.

“I will not go.” This from Dara, his face pale, his eyes a dull red, his whole frame shaking.

“Nor will I,” Murad had cried. “Mama will come back if I do not go for her funeral.”

“We will all be there,” Jahanara had said, almost shouting. Her eyes had smarted with a flash of tears, but she had brushed them away impatiently. She did not have the time for this sort of weakness; who would look after them if she began to cry again? “Bathe first, you must be clean, and eat a little, and when we go to Zainabad Bagh to lay our mother in the ground, we will conduct ourselves with the dignity befitting our rank and our status. Dress simply, in white.”

At the sound of her sharp tone, all their heads had snapped around, and they had stared at her in disbelief. “Bapa will not even come out,” Dara had said.

Jahanara had felt a slight chill. The skin on her palms was still wrinkled from having been immersed in the water used to bathe her mother’s body, and an arrow of pain seared a previous cut on one index finger, which still throbbed even after she had washed the camphor out of the wound. But her tears were stanched, because she seemed to be the only one who had some control over what was happening. With their mother’s unexpected, so unwanted death, the rest had all disintegrated.

“I will go talk with him,” she had said. But the conversation had led to nothing other than an overwhelming sense of fear. Jahanara had never seen such utter hopelessness in her father before—the thickness of his voice, the debilitated movements of his arms and legs, which could not be quieted, the strange laughter at inopportune moments—it had left her afraid for all of them. To the boys waiting outside, she had simply said that their father would not be there when their mother was laid in the earth. He had not even questioned this simple burial for Mumtaz.

She turned back toward the baradari on the pond. It was a small building, perhaps thirty feet long on each side, with a flat roof and sets of three cusped arches per side. The island itself, in the middle of the pond at Zainabad, was barely bigger than this baradari that perched on most of the land, leaving a thin skirt of grass and mud around it. And it was on this slender patch that they all stood. The center of the pavilion had been dug up, the flat black stones that paved its floor removed, mud loosened and heaped to one corner. The imam who was leading the funeral prayer for their mother stood on the first step leading up.

When he had finished, Aurangzeb went up to the man and tapped him on his shoulder. The imam bowed to his prince and walked backward until he was behind the five of them. He did not lift his head once, acutely uncomfortable and disapproving in the silence that swelled around them.

Jahanara peeled the wet chiffon veil from her face and wiped the rain off her forehead and her eyes. Dara had protested against coming to the funeral because he had been repelled by anything to do with death and dying, even though this was their mother. Murad had insisted against being here because he was a child. And Aurangzeb . . . he had protested against their—Jahanara’s and Roshanara’s—being at the funeral because they were women and not allowed to take part in so public a ritual. So also the imam felt now, his distaste evident, his eyes steadily upon the ground just a few inches around his feet so he would see where he stepped but no more. This man—like Aurangzeb, Jahanara thought with a sense of mirth—was as rigid and obstinate as an ass. He had been so cautious that he hadn’t even dared to look at Mumtaz’s covered body by the graveside, because she was a woman.

Murad cried gruffly, great sobs ripping out of his little frame. Shivers shook him even in this heat, for all the rain had done was increase the cloying humidity. Murad put his arms around Jahanara’s waist and clung to her, burying his face in the damp folds of her ghagara. She kissed the top of his head and said, “Hush. Hush, little brother.”

“He wouldn’t make such an indecent display if you were not here to comfort him,” Aurangzeb said.

“Will you keep quiet, Aurangzeb?” Dara spoke for the first time since they had come across the pond in a convoy of boats to lay their mother to rest. He had stood on Aurangzeb’s other side all this while, his head bowed, his face somber. “You’ve said enough. You always speak more than you should. Words such as these are more of an indecent display than a child mourning for his mother . . . or his sister comforting him.”

Standing at the first step to the top of the baradari, Aurangzeb flushed, in rage and in embarrassment, because all their retainers were ranged around them, and, even through the pounding of the rain—lessened now somewhat—Dara’s incisive words had been clearly audible. On various other boats bobbing gently in the pond were the ministers of state, seated and watching. Had they heard also?

Dara moved to occupy the place left by Aurangzeb and patted the sobbing Murad on his shoulder.

The prayers said, the Empress’s body was lowered into the rectangular grave, with her head pointing west, toward Mecca. The six of them climbed the steps and stood around the grave, looking down upon their mother’s shrouded figure—no coffin had been built for her, in keeping with the strictures. Then, one by one, they scooped up handfuls of the moist earth and flung it in. The mud splattered over the unsullied white of the cloth that sparkled with its hundreds of diamonds, and slowly, as they threw in more, the sparkle dimmed and then was extinguished.

From the palaces in the fort across the Tapti, the man on the raised courtyard could not see this action—his children covering his wife’s grave with mud—because the rain had begun anew its strengthened pounding, all but blotting out the severe outer lines of the baradari. The man held a white umbrella over his head. Beyond the confines of the fort at Burhanpur, Shah Jahan’s authority flung out wide over the lands of Hindustan, and an entire Empire would have been willing to fall on its knees in gratitude had it been given a chance to perform this minor duty of shielding his august head from the rain.

Emperor Shah Jahan was cold inside and out; his skin felt clammy, his heart fragmented into so many pieces that even breathing seemed torturous. He wondered if he would himself last many days more without Arjumand; it was unimaginable, a life without her. Would his children be performing the same duty for him in a few days? His tears fell. His ears were filled with the crashing of the rain on the white canvas of his umbrella; the folds of his white chudidar, scrunched up around his ankles, were soggy; the lower edges of his white coat, the nadiri, clung to the fabric of his chudidar. He would wear only white for the next few years. His shoulders stooped under the slender weight of the umbrella’s gold-encased stem, and he felt himself age. Something had died inside him also.

Behind him, some thirty paces away, were two women who stood erect, their veils pulled over their faces, their backs firm. They were the Empresses who remained. One, the first woman Shah Jahan had married, was descended from kings herself; her lineage was impeccable—she was linked in blood to the Shah of Persia. The second woman, whom Shah Jahan had married after his marriage to Arjumand (making her his third wife), was the granddaughter of the man who had been Emperor Jahangir’s Khan-i-khanan, the Commander in Chief of the imperial forces, a powerful, well-respected man.

The first wife glanced thoughtfully at her husband. She was thirty-eight years old herself, but her last child, her first and only one, had been born some twenty years ago—in 1612, the year Shah Jahan had married Mumtaz. Since, having performed this perfunctory duty in giving her a child, albeit a girl child, he had not come to her bed again. What had been Mumtaz’s charms? A pretty face? She herself had had one. Grace and elegance? Here also she could not be faulted. Noble blood? Mumtaz was the granddaughter of a Persian immigrant, a nobleman, true, but one who had been hounded out of his country. She could claim no ties to the Shah, no hint of royalty, and yet . . . she had been so ridiculously adored that the first wife was nothing, and the third wife—who also had been given the opportunity to produce a royal offspring after the marriage—was also nothing. The first Empress inclined her head to the third wife. She had borne him a son, but the child died when he was two years old, so she literally had nothing anymore.

But now—and here the first wife smiled to herself—now Mumtaz Mahal was dead. And their husband would return to them, for where else could he go? He would grieve for the dead Empress, to be sure, but would find his happiness and content among the living. The first wife began to sketch out plans in her mind—which apartments to occupy here in Burhanpur and later in the capital city of Agra; which servants to retain and which to let go; which eunuch to create as Chief of the Harem; how to pension off Mumtaz’s seven children; when to begin negotiations for the marriage of her twenty-year-old daughter. And then she remembered that she had not been consulted on the funeral arrangements, as a Padshah Begam of the harem ought to be. That her messages of condolence sent to the Empress’s apartments had been ignored. That Satti Khanum, who officially bore the title Matron of the Harem but in reality had been Mumtaz’s chief lady-in-waiting, had not come to pay her respects to the newly powerful woman in the zenana. That, instead, that child Jahanara had taken over all the duties she, the first Empress, should have performed for her lord in his time of need. How could a daughter take the place of a wife?

The first wife shifted on her feet, moved involuntarily out from the sheltering protection of the umbrella, and was drenched. She cursed under her breath, not daring to raise her voice. Even in death, Mumtaz Mahal cast a long shadow over the women who had been such pitiful rivals for her husband’s heart.

But at least, the first wife thought, grasping at something, anything, Mumtaz was being buried here in Burhanpur, and here she would remain. In a small and indistinct baradari on the outer rim of the Empire, in a city that could well be captured by the Deccani kingdoms that raged south of them. Then, no one would remember her, no one would take her name in their mouths, nothing would be said by posterity of this fierce and unreasonable love that her husband (and her husband, the first wife thought viciously) had had for her.

When Emperor Shah Jahan turned and stumbled back into the fort, she slipped her arm through his. He let her, left now with no strength even to protest.

She did not know how wrong she was. Mumtaz Mahal had died in Burhanpur, but she would live for posterity in the brilliant tomb that Emperor Shah Jahan would build for her in Agra, four hundred and thirty miles away—the Taj Mahal.


rauza-i-munavvara

The Luminous Tomb

As there was a tract of land (zamini) of great eminence and pleasantness towards the south of that large city, on which there was before this the mansion (manzil) of . . . Raja Jai Singh, it was selected for the burial place (madfan) of that tenant of Paradise . . . a lofty mansion from the crown estates (khalisa-sharifa) was granted to him in exchange (‘iwad).

—From the Padshah Nama of Abdal-Hamid Lahauri, in W. E. BEGLEY AND Z. A. DESAI, Taj Mahal: The Illumined Tomb

Agra

Wednesday, June 17, 1631

17 Zi’l-Qa’da A.H. 1040

A thicket of sparrows launched itself from the branches of the tamarind on the banks of the Yamuna. The birds flew in a rush, first in one direction and then neatly in another, as though scrambling to make sense of what had disturbed them just as dawn laid open the horizon in Agra.

The man below listed his head and followed the path of the birds until they disappeared and their confused twittering faded. Mirza Raja Jai Singh bent to sit in the lotus position on the mat his servants had laid out.

It was still night, but the darkness had begun to shake away. Through the mat, Jai Singh could feel the coolness of the damp earth. He was clad in little this early in the day—his chest was bare, he had dropped his chappals on the sandstone terrace of his mansion before descending the steps and the slope to the water; all he wore was a white silk dhoti tied around his waist, its edges decorated with a thin lining of silver zari.

“Huzoor.”

Mirza Raja Jai Singh inclined his head.

“The mistress—”

“Which one?”

“I beg pardon, sire, the first lady requests your presence when you have the time.” The eunuch hesitated. “As soon as you have the time. In fact, forgive me, Mirza Sahib, without fail and the sooner the better.”

The eunuch stopped and waited. Raja Jai Singh could hear big intakes of air, a slow leaking out with a tuneless whistle. So his first wife had commanded him to her presence, as she usually did, demanding and not always diplomatic. And this eunuch who was her servant, he did not know how to knead her orders into more palatable words; the stupid fool trembled and shook, and even drooled in his fear. Raja Jai Singh turned back to the water and took a deep breath of the freshly moist air. Here was the hint of the monsoon rains; they would come soon, and every morning when he rose to walk to the tamarind tree, the grass would lie soft and spongy under his bare feet, the thirsty earth would sing, trees would flourish a joyful green.

He put up a hand. “I heard you; go now. And do not return. This is the last time, you understand?”

The eunuch bowed, intelligent enough not to speak another word. Caught as he was between his master and his mistress—one sent him away, the other filled his ears with tales of neglect—he had no choice but to obey both of them. His master was obsessed with his mistress, who was a houri, an enchantress, and she in turn would rise every morning to disturb his master’s time before sunrise . . . only because she could and because she wanted to. It was a game they played.

As the man backed up the slope, Raja Jai Singh heard him bump into someone, another servant perhaps, and say in a low voice, “The Mirza does not wish to be disturbed.”

Mirza, Jai Singh thought wryly; he had been born a mere noble and would die a mere noble, despite his title of “Raja” and his “kingdom” of Amber.

Jai Singh had inherited his family fortunes and his title from his grandfather Raja Man Singh upon the latter’s death in 1615. Man Singh, also a vassal to the Mughal Empire, had nonetheless managed to live with the extravagance of a king, with sixteen hundred wives populating his zenana, a veritable swarm of children, so many sons he could not remember all of their names. In the end, all of them had preceded Man Singh in death, except for the man who was Jai Singh’s father. And so, despite that many wives, that many children—that many ways to split Man Singh’s extensive properties in Amber and here in Agra into thin and equal shards to be absolutely fair to the numerous male offspring—all the property, the lands, the palaces, the immense bounty of gold and silver jewels, and this lovely mansion at Agra had fallen into the hands of Jai Singh.

He was a fortunate man, he thought. Even the fact that he had been allowed to retain his grandfather’s property almost entirely unmolested was due to—among other things—the mercy of his being Hindu and of the Emperors being Muslim. In the Mughal Empire, the Emperor was the sole and only custodian of wealth, which he distributed to the nobles of his court at his discretion—this wealth was a gift, a privilege, a reward for faithful service. When a noble died, according to the law of escheat, so also died his right to his estates—his heirs could not inherit anything; it all reverted to the state, to their Emperor. This was so in theory; in fact, the Emperor usually passed a cursory glance over the property and a more than cursory glance over the heirs and their loyalty to his crown, and handed the estates back to the next generation almost intact. For some unspoken reason—a reason Jai Singh did not question—Hindu Rajas were exempt from this rule of escheat, and deaths in their families were not automatically accompanied by the arrival of the Emperor’s bailiffs.

A pale pink brushed the skies in front of Raja Jai Singh. From where he sat, without stretching his neck too far, he could see the red sandstone walls of the Agra fort pick up the blush of dawn. He mused over his fortunes again, over his luck at having this magnificent haveli on the banks of the Yamuna River at Agra—a piece of land coveted by many of the nobles at court, which had come to him from his grandfather. Amirs newer to court, or even those with lineages as extensive as thoroughbred horses, turned jealous eyes upon the lush copse of trees that surrounded the mansion, the sweet air that floated up from the river, the glimpse of the fort, why even the proximity to the fort, which allowed Jai Singh to present himself to his Emperor in response to a summons before most amirs even had the time to call for their cummerbunds. But all of this—the land, the title, the wealth—had been well earned. For Raja Jai Singh came from a family that could trace its service to the Mughal Emperors and to the Empire from the time of Emperor Akbar. But his family had not just been servants—they had some much-cherished imperial ties also. Jai Singh’s great-grandaunt, an Amber princess, had been Akbar’s wife and Emperor Jahangir’s mother. His grandaunt had been Jahangir’s wife. The son born of this latter union, Prince Khusrau, had been unfortunately killed by his brother Emperor Shah Jahan on his way to the throne. If Khusrau had lived . . . if he had become Emperor, perhaps Jai Singh would have been more powerful at court, inheriting this power instead of having to work for it.

He waited for the wink of the sun’s rays before he turned east and touched his palms together in the first movement of the surya namaskar—the salutation to the sun. Even as he performed the motions of his exercise, some four hundred miles away, Empress Mumtaz Mahal went to meet her death. Raja Jai Singh dreamed desultorily of a small chattri to cover his ashes when he died, here by the banks of the river, the jalis of the chattri filtering the cool breezes from the Yamuna. But it was not to be, for his Emperor wanted his land and his mansion for a loftier purpose—to house the remains of his beloved wife at Agra.

Jai Singh did not know then that his haveli would be demolished before the year was out, and in its place would rise a Luminous Tomb.
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Three

Even though the Incomparable Giver had conferred on us such great bounty, more than which cannot be imagined, through His grace and generosity, yet the person with whom we wanted to enjoy it has gone.

—From the Padshah Nama of Amina Qazwini, in W. E. BEGLEY AND Z. A. DESAI, Taj Mahal: The Illumined Tomb

Burhanpur

Tuesday, June 23, 1631

24 Zi’l-Qa’da A.H. 1040

The days wasted themselves in Burhanpur, in a daze, slowly moving into night and returning again. The town heard the gurgle of the ghariyalis’ vessels filling with water to measure time, heard the men strike the brass disk hanging above their heads to announce the ends of the watches, saw light turn into darkness, but it was for all of them with a sense of unreality.

The shops in the main bazaar street were open, awnings held up on vertical poles to shelter from the sun, but business was not as usual. If money changed hands at all—for flour and rice, vegetables, copper pots, gold and silver—it was with a reluctance, as one hand hesitated in handing over the coins, the other grabbed a little too greedily at the first income of the past week. Even after their purchases, customers tarried outside the shops, trying to make conversation that did not sound stilted. They talked of the weather (it was hot, fiercely so), about the lack of dependable rain (and again about the weather), about the Emperor’s presence here at Burhanpur (such a blessing to them all). But of the death of Mumtaz Mahal they could not speak, struck dumb. The men in the streets, the few veiled women of a higher class who strayed for goods, the more common women who wandered with their heads bare to the gazes of all; they had none of them seen their Empress, but news from the fort palace that loomed over the bazaar seeped into every corner. And what they heard most of was their Emperor’s grief at this lady’s death. A day after she had died, after she had been buried on that small island in Zainabad Bagh, in the center of the Bagh’s pond, they heard that their Emperor had died also.

At that news, the shopkeepers pulled wooden shutters over their storefronts, locked them securely, and crept into their houses behind the shops as a mob of young men racketed through the street, shouting profanities and wrecking anything they could find. Three hours later, the dust settled only when the Ahadis, the Emperor’s personal bodyguards, thundered through the street on their horses, swords drawn to slice down a head here, an arm there. The rebellion—if it could be called that—of the miscreants ended then, as abruptly as it had begun. Burhanpur settled into a state of long-drawn-out waiting accompanied by a hush, a silence, a burgeoning fear.

Outside the fort at Burhanpur, the highest amirs of the Empire waited also, day and night. It was customary for the nobles to take turns of a week or more in guarding their sovereign—they would arrange themselves and their retinues in the courtyard just beyond the guard of the Ahadis, set up their sleeping and cooking tents, array their men in semicircular bands around the palaces and on the banks of the Tapti. But since Mumtaz had died, all the nobles in Burhanpur, most of them normally present at court, found themselves crowded in the courtyard. When night fell, small fires sprang to life, over which meats were roasted, water boiled, wine warmed. Their voices were subdued. A thickness hung around them. When one of them moved, on the sixth day after the Empress’s death, they all turned to him with some hope. He could do something. He was the Khan-i-khanan.

Mahabat Khan was the Commander in Chief of Shah Jahan’s armies, in some senses the most powerful man in the Empire after the Emperor himself. He was a soldier, and the Empire, through all the years of its existence, had been forged by the sword, dyed by the blood of fallen princes and commoners, wrought into existence by wars and not diplomacy, and so Mahabat had more authority than the Grand Vizier himself, who was merely the Prime Minister of the Empire.

He had tarried under the shade of the canvas awning of his square tent for six days, eating and drinking in the courtyard with the other nobles, as he awaited the summons from his Emperor. Now it finally came in the form of Ishaq Beg, Mir Saman, or Master of the Household, to Empress Mumtaz Mahal.

“His Majesty commands your presence, Mirza Mahabat Khan,” Ishaq Beg said, standing behind Mahabat, to his right. From the corner of his eye, Mahabat saw that Ishaq Beg’s back was a little too stiff, the tilt of his chin too arrogant. He had not the demeanor of a man who had just lost his employer—and so his employ—and his very means of existence. The Khan-i-khanan set his wine goblet down on the table by his side and nodded. He rose, and the entire assembly of nobles around him rose also, their gazes firmly upon him as though he could tell them already what he would find when he entered their Emperor’s presence.

Mahabat Khan rinsed his mouth with some water and waited while his servants combed back his hair, ran their hands over his shoulders and his peshwaz, straightening out creases and ironing wrinkles between their broad fingers.

Ishaq Beg stood back, and when Mahabat passed him, he raised his eyes in a sly, almost condescending glance. Mahabat worried about that look all the way into the fort, beyond the Ahadis who parted to let him through, the eunuchs slinking in the outer reaches of the zenana, the stolid Kashmiri women who guarded the Emperor’s most private moments. These women were told to shield their tongues as jealously as they did their Emperor; one slip, one misplaced word, one frivolity and their tongues would be cut out. They were rewarded richly for their services and punished without a thought if they failed even a little in rendering those services. As Mahabat Khan approached Shah Jahan’s apartments within the fort on the banks of the Tapti, he could feel the coolness wafting from the river’s fragrant waters through an open window. He paused when a Kashmiri guard barred his way with her spear.

•  •  •

Despite his standing in the Empire, Mahabat Khan did not make a murmur as the guards searched him. They shook the turban from his head and, deftly holding the aigrette in place, fingered the folds of cloth. They ruffled his hair—a sliver of a blade could bring harm; his clothes were agitated, his cummerbund examined, the soles of his bare feet (he had removed his footwear outside the main entrance) rubbed. Then they stood aside, and Mahabat wondered if they had not been too meticulous in their search, if the other nobles commanded to his Majesty’s presence were subjected to a similar indignity each time. But then he also remembered his long and checkered past with his Emperor and thought briefly that if their positions had been reversed, he would not have trusted himself either.

When he entered Shah Jahan’s chambers, Mahabat lingered, struck into blindness by the gloom around. The windows were all sealed with tightly woven khus mats, and silken drapes covered the edges to shut out all light. A breeze whirled around the room, caught and tossed about by the punkahs held by the fifteen slave girls standing in the corners and against the walls. There was a little light from a candle on a low table in the center, which flung shadows around. Mahabat took in all of this when his eyes had adjusted somewhat painfully from the glare of the outside. He heard the rustle of a woman’s skirts and saw the back length of a ghagara slip around the door to his right and a hand with glowing diamond rings pull the door shut, but not before she had hesitated for a while. The oldest princess, he thought, Jahanara Begam. Now they would all depend upon her, lean upon her slender shoulders for counsel, advice, strength. Who else was there? Satti Khanum, perhaps. But Satti, for all her intimacy with the members of the Emperor’s zenana, was in the end a retainer, and she would remain in that capacity. The Emperor’s own mother was dead; and he had not been close to his father’s other wives—especially Mehrunnisa, the last one—so which woman could help him carry his burdens other than this child of his?

Mahabat then became aware that he had been lost in musing and had not yet been noticed by his Emperor. He peered around the room, his eyes going from the slaves at the walls (to whom he paid little attention; they were akin to the furniture) to the bed in the center of the room, which was empty, the two steps leading to a raised indoor verandah with arches that looked out over the Tapti. And here, leaning against a pillar, he found Shah Jahan clad in the white of mourning. Mahabat padded over the length of the room, and, as he approached his Emperor, he stopped and performed the chahar taslim, bending with some difficulty from his waist, laying his right hand on the ground and raising it to his forehead four times. When he had completed the salutation, he straightened his back with a groan, which he hoped was inaudible. Then he waited again, his gaze to the ground. He could not speak until Shah Jahan chose to begin the conversation.

When his Emperor’s voice came to his ears, Mahabat felt a deep sense of shock.

“You are here, Mahabat,” Shah Jahan said, so hoarse as to be almost inarticulate.

“Yes, your Majesty. At your command, always.” And now Mahabat looked up at the man seated on the stone steps and felt his heart stop. Even in the room’s dimness, he could see the ravages of six days of constant weeping and no eating. Shah Jahan’s frame had wasted away, the skin was carved tightly over the bones of his face, his eyelids were swollen and puffy, and his back was stooped. But what astounded Mahabat the most was the white on his head and his face—almost overnight, or so it seemed to him, the Emperor’s hair had grayed. Mahabat would not have thought it possible if he had not seen this for himself. He almost reached out a hand to Shah Jahan’s clasped ones, then stayed that comforting action. What was he thinking? He could not dare to touch his sovereign.

He could not speak any words of solace either. What could he say? That the Empress would be missed by all of them, that she had indeed been the brightest light in Shah Jahan’s palace, that her loss was so great as to cause them all grief? Mumtaz Mahal had been the most precious jewel in Shah Jahan’s zenana, and it was not Mahabat’s place to comment, even in such an innocuous manner, about a member of the imperial harem. This much he had learned well. Many years ago—frustrated, without paying heed to any advice—Mahabat had cautioned Emperor Jahangir about the immense power he was granting his twentieth wife, Mehrunnisa. For his pains, he was trounced in a chess game by that Empress (and that still rankled) and sent to Kabul, a frozen fringe of the Empire, to serve as ‘governor.’ Mahabat Khan was a tired old man, now in his seventh decade, and no longer stupid. He kept quiet, his head bowed, his heart knocking against his rib cage.

Finally, Shah Jahan spoke again. “I am going to give up the throne, Mahabat.”

Caution was forgotten, etiquette damned.

“You cannot, your Majesty,” Mahabat cried. “You are a young man yet, only thirty-nine years old. Your life stretches in front of you. This is the empire you have battled for and won; it is rightfully yours. Your grandfather Emperor Akbar considered you his heir. You . . .” Mahabat stopped speaking, but it was only to sob instead, an action that astounded him. He thought, through tears that he could not stop, that he was indeed growing old and feeble, but only because he should have anticipated talk such as this when he was summoned to Shah Jahan’s presence. He wiped his eyes and waited again, for a smile or some mockery from Shah Jahan. But his Emperor behaved as though he had not even noticed Mahabat’s reactions. Instead he was examining his thin fingers and considering Mahabat’s words carefully.

“I have no wish to live, Mahabat, let alone reign anymore. What use is it to possess these lands and this wealth? When . . . she was alive, there was something to fight for, a reason to be Emperor. It was so that she could forget all those years we were persecuted and chased over the lands, so we could rest our aching bodies on ground that did not move, so that we could get the respect due to us.” Emperor Shah Jahan raised his head, and for a moment, even among the ravages that grief had produced, Mahabat saw the arrogance and confidence that had made him a monarch. “Allah Himself ordained that I would be king,” Shah Jahan said. “My grandfather wanted me to rule after my father. My father . . . he was besotted and led astray by a devious woman who wanted to put another on the throne—you know this history well, Mahabat Khan, you were a part of it.”

“I know, your Majesty, and apologize for my role,” Mahabat said. After his near exile to Kabul as a so-called governor, he had come back to court, begging for an audience, and then Mahabat had surprised himself and almost everyone else he had known by effecting a coup and imprisoning Emperor Jahangir and the Empress. But he had been a weak leader—and that woman indeed had had crafty ways, for even under guard she had managed their escape. Then it was Mahabat’s turn to flee from the royal couple. He later agreed to hound out of the Empire the son who was giving them so much trouble. Long before he had become Emperor, Shah Jahan had forgiven Mahabat, but he was not above remembering or reminding him of it. Even in the typical, much convoluted, loyal-one-day-blithely-unfaithful-the-next history of Mughal nobles, Mahabat’s fortunes had swung so wildly, he himself could not believe he was still alive.

“I was destined to be Emperor,” Shah Jahan continued, his voice much smoother now, and Mahabat realized this was the first time in days that his Emperor had talked to anyone. “I was fated to be a great ruler. But there are times, Mahabat, when there is a reason to step down and give up ambition. Without”—and he hesitated again, as he had before, not willing to call out his wife’s name in front of another man, a mere minister—“her.” Shah Jahan passed a hand over his eyes.

Someone sneezed in the next chamber, and Mahabat’s head whipped to the door through which Jahanara (or so he thought) had left when he entered. She had shut the door, he had seen her do it, though now it was ajar by a few inches. But she had not made that sound—it was a man’s sneeze. One of the princes? Either them or one of the eunuchs, but no one other than the royal offspring would dare be caught listening at the entrance to the Emperor’s chambers. Which one? Mahabat thought. And then Shah Jahan said, “Which one of my sons do you think should rule in my stead, Mahabat Khan?” And he knew why he had been summoned to his Emperor.

Dara was sixteen years old; Shuja fifteen; Aurangzeb thirteen; and Murad a laughable seven. Mahabat Khan had opinions about the Emperor’s sons that he kept to himself. Dara was a disrespectful puppy, too inclined to think only of himself; Shuja was merely a puppy—he followed and he could not lead; Aurangzeb was a leader, but he was inflexible and resistant to advice, dangerous qualities for a leader to have; and Murad was . . . well, Murad was nothing yet, unformed and little.

Mahabat Khan did not think the Emperor had, yet, one son who could rule the Empire. What was Shah Jahan’s purpose in calling him here? To offer him a regency? How could a son rule when his father was still alive? It went against all Mughal law; to whom would the people bow their heads—the boy king or the Emperor who had willingly ousted himself?

Mahabat Khan chose his words with care. “It is a difficult situation, your Majesty. I say, with all respect for your wishes, that your time to leave the throne has not come yet. You are our sovereign; in your happiness and well-being is ours. The Empire, as you well know, your Majesty, is a great responsibility also. There are millions of people who depend on you, who cannot live without the sight of your face in the mornings—as they wake to greet the sun so also they revere their Emperor. In these past few days, your absence from the jharoka appearances has caused unrest and distress among your subjects—”

“If you were to choose, Mahabat”—Shah Jahan cut into his minister’s speech and forced a decision from him—“which of my sons should rule after me?”

And so Mahabat Khan, Khan-i-khanan, aware of the partly open door to the next chamber and not knowing which of the four princes was behind it, responded the only way he could. “Your choice is mine, your Majesty.”

It was an unsatisfactory answer. But after so many years of intrigue and rebellion, the Khan-i-khanan of the Mughal Empire knew that the grasp on the world’s richest throne was tenuous at best, and any one of Shah Jahan’s sons could feel the weight of the crown on his head, and so he was not going to part his sixty-five-year-old head from his equally old body by words from his own mouth.

•  •  •

Prince Aurangzeb waited until he had heard Mahabat Khan leave and then grasped at the door’s handle.

His father’s voice, tired and barely heard, stayed his action. “Close the door and leave, Aurangzeb. You should be ashamed of yourself, listening at doors like a common spy. You are a royal prince.”

Aurangzeb flushed, and his hand trembled. Bapa did not like him; he had never liked him, not since his birth. It was Dara who was his favorite, Dara who could do no wrong, who was the crown prince, who would rule the Empire. How had Bapa known that he was there? He glanced around and realized that light poured into this room from an open window, and in leaving the door connecting to his father’s chamber ajar, he had let some little light seep into the murk in there. But how had Bapa known he was there? Aurangzeb thought for a brief while, pushed the door open a little more, and his father said, “Go. I do not want to see you now.”

At that, Aurangzeb stepped back into the room and shut the door gently. Blood rushed under his skin, and a fighting madness rose in him at the injustice of those words. His father could not possibly have known it was him. Emperor Shah Jahan had merely guessed which of the boys was at the door. But guessing was not definite knowledge. Let him think what he wanted; Aurangzeb could act better than anyone else he knew, and Shah Jahan would soon doubt his own thoughts, and . . . begin to cast suspicion upon the other sons. Perhaps even the much indulged Dara.

He slipped out of the room and ran fleetly through the zenana apartments in search of Jahanara. He went to the series of rooms she now occupied, which had once belonged to their mother. Among so much else, Jahanara had now gained possession even of these rooms in the fort at Burhanpur, and this Aurangzeb did not mind, for he thought it her right. But one person minded, very much, and when he burst into the innermost chamber, fronting the river Tapti, Aurangzeb saw Roshanara seated on the divan in the outer verandah, her hand shading her face from the harsh sunlight.

He stopped, panting. Her mouth drooped at the edges.

“What is it now?” he asked. It was always something with Roshan, some disgruntlement, some anger, some spite at quite anything. In that they were alike, this much he recognized, but Aurangzeb was a man (well, a boy yet who would grow into manhood), and he would fight in battles, own lands, rule lands, perhaps even this Empire of theirs. “Where is Jahan?”

“Why do you want her?” Roshan asked. “Am I not enough? What have you heard now?” For she also recognized a kinship between them. Dara and Jahanara were allied; she thought Aurangzeb and she should similarly be allied. To Shuja, older than Aurangzeb, she gave little importance; he was a nonentity.

Aurangzeb walked across the room toward his second sister, mulling over in his head what he had heard of the conversation between Shah Jahan and Mahabat Khan. If Bapa were to leave the Empire to one of them now, it would be to Dara. Dara, who was sixteen, old enough to be king, though not old enough to rule the Empire—that would mean a regency. Would Mahabat Khan be made regent? But Mirza Mahabat Khan was more his friend. He sat down beside Roshanara and told her what he had just overheard.

Her eyes gleamed with excitement. “One of us will be Emperor.”

“Dara,” Aurangzeb said shortly. He made an exclamation of disgust. “It will always be Dara.”

“And Jahan will rule beside him. She will be his Padshah Begam; she will rule over his harem, she will tell him what decisions to take at court.”

“There will be a regency; Dara is too young.”

“If only you could be Emperor, Aurangzeb,” Roshan said.

“Then you can be the head of my zenana?” he asked. “I am thirteen years old, Roshan. Why would Bapa even think of handing the Empire to me when Dara is there to take on those responsibilities? Where is Jahan?”

Roshanara shrugged. “Somewhere, doing something, being Padshah Begam already. She does not need Dara to be head of the imperial harem; Bapa has as much as given her that title already, just six days after Mama’s death. If only you paid attention to what was actually happening around you, Aurangzeb, you would know.”

“What has happened?”

As Roshanara began to speak, the door to the apartments opened and a young girl drifted in. The slave girls in the room, out of earshot of Aurangzeb and Roshanara, bowed to her, and she acknowledged the salutations with a wave of a hand. Nadira Begam was fifteen years old, her skin as fresh as a flower at the break of dawn, her figure softly rounded in the hips and the breasts. She moved with an innate grace, her eyes clear and untroubled when she came to sit beside them. Nadira was their cousin, daughter of Shah Jahan’s brother Prince Parviz. She had been born at Burhanpur and had lived all of her life here, since her father had been governor here during their grandfather’s reign.

They both looked at her with affection. If Nadira had been a male child, that affection would have been somewhat wanting, for in being a boy she would have been a threat to the throne and would have, perhaps, died in the battle for succession in 1627. But a girl child, left to be brought up by servants at the southern edge of the Empire, was not to be thought of as a hazard. Her father had been a wastrel during his life, succumbing to the lure of drink, as so many Mughal princes had. At one time, Emperor Jahangir had hauled up this sluggish son and sent him, under Mahabat Khan’s care, careening around the Empire in pursuit of Shah Jahan and Mumtaz Mahal. But Shah Jahan could hardly hold a grudge against his brother’s daughter for her father’s faults—and if Parviz had lived until 1627, he might very well have died by Shah Jahan’s sword, but he had drunk himself to death, conveniently, and left behind this languid girl.

Roshanara continued to speak, ignoring Nadira seated at their feet, her face resting against her cousin’s thigh. “Bapa has increased Jahan’s income to one million rupees.”

“Mama’s income,” Aurangzeb said reflectively. “What will she do with so much money?”

“And he has given her most of Mama’s estates. Five million rupees are to go to her—all of Mama’s parganas, her lands, her jewels—and the other half of five million is to be divided among the rest of us, a million each.”

Aurangzeb grinned. “If Bapa could make Jahanara Emperor, he would. Dara would be nothing compared to her.”

“This is not funny,” Roshan said sharply.

“But so much money.” Nadira spoke for the first time, her little voice in a half sigh. “You are all so rich. My father was never anything compared to yours.”

“And now Dara will be Emperor,” Roshanara said.

“He will?” Nadira sat up and looked at the two of them. Then she collapsed back into her pose at Roshan’s side. “How nice for him.”

“I want to be Emperor,” Aurangzeb muttered, and when Nadira opened her mouth, he said, “Nice for me too, Nadira, but only one of us can be Emperor. If your father had had much more of a spine and less of a liking for wine, he could have been king himself.”

They continued talking thus for the next half hour, until Jahanara came back to her apartments. When she returned, Aurangzeb began to bring up the topic of his father’s conversation and found himself hesitating more than once. Closer in age than any of them, Jahan and Dara had a special friendship that he had not been able to break into. Jahanara was always kind to him, but it was not pity he wanted from her; he wanted her to respect him as she did Dara, he wanted her love and her affection, and he wanted all of that to be firm and unwavering.

So he did not talk to Jahan in front of Roshan and Nadira, waiting for a time when they would be alone, when the only voice she heard would be his. He was well aware that he was still considered a child, although he had moved out of the zenana apartments into the mardana quarters—the male half of the household. He had a better seat on a horse than Dara, he knew almost all of the Quran by heart, and he cultivated the nobles at court with an assiduity Dara should have employed but did not. He was cut from the cloth of kings, Aurangzeb thought.

“You must go now,” Jahanara said, sinking slowly onto a divan in one corner. “Draw the curtains.” This last was to the slave, who moved noiselessly around the room in response to her command.

“Are you tired, Jahan?” Roshanara asked, her voice tinged with more malice than sympathy.
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