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PROLOGUE

MOONLIGHT POURED DOWN INTO the garden. She stood on the threshold of the teak-wood verandah, looking out at the flowerbeds patterned in silver light and black shadow. A cool wind blew from the river. All around the verandah, hibiscus blossoms were falling. She longed to catch them, to feel the cool petals against her upturned palms. She stepped out of the verandah and onto the gravel footpath. Dew-heavy petals rained down upon her gold silk dupatta. Impulsively, she flung it off and the wind carried it deeper into the garden.

Petals kissed her cheeks as she chased the golden glimmer through the roses. She felt the thorns tearing at the thin skin of her kurta and she stopped, panting, the roses pressing all around her. The moon had vanished, enveloping her in utter darkness. She could see nothing, hear nothing. She inhaled the scent of the roses. The wild sweetness flooded her being and she thought she might drown in the fragrance. She struggled against the thorns, and suddenly the moon returned. White light penetrated the darkness.

She was face to face with a tiger.

Fear thrilled through her, causing the breath to catch in her throat. The great cat was perfectly still, crouching beneath roses that beamed blood red in the blanched night. Silently, the tiger glided towards her, taut muscles working beneath the thick velvet of its brilliant coat. She struggled harder but the thorns held her fast. The beast drew closer, closer. She felt his heat as he lunged at her, blocking the moonlight, filling her field of vision. The world went black, but she could still see the tiger’s eyes blazing, one green…one blue…

Shameena awoke, gasping. Her body shuddered in anticipation of a velvet impact that did not arrive. Trembling, she ran her fingers across her eyebrows, her jaw, down her throat, tracing the curved lines of her collarbones. She was whole. She was safe.

Another nightmare.

She tried to banish the vision of the tiger, but those eyes…Shameena shuddered again. Those eyes…the baleful, divided gaze…it seemed as though it were riving her in two…as though she were caught between blue and green stars, exploding….

She leapt from her bed. She was no longer a child, to be frightened by tigers in her dreams. She slipped into a rose-silk kurta and moved to the window. Standing in the pale moonlight, she possessed an almost ethereal loveliness. Her face was fine-featured, with fair, glowing skin. She rarely smiled, but when she did her rosebud lips parted to reveal small, even teeth like a row of pearls. Slender brows arched inquisitively over large, luminous eyes tipped slightly at the corners. Her eyes were jet pools touched by moonbeams, like water in the fountains of the midnight garden…black crystal.

The moon plunged behind a cloud and she could no longer make out the bougainvilleas and passionflowers blooming just below the second-storey window. She sighed, restless, strangely awake, body thrilling with a kind of contained lightning.

The zenana was dark and the air smelled thickly of the thousands of flower species that flourished in Nawab Wazir Saif al-Dawla’s gardens. The palace gardens were intricately arranged with interlocking flowerbeds bordered with red sandstone, each bed containing blossoms of a different colour. There were walled courtyards for animal fights and stone platforms for dancing; there were bamboo stands and cypress trees and orchards with hunting villas, mosques, arcades, and baradaris. The various buildings of the palace-complex were spread throughout the gardens: towers and bathhouses enclosed gardens of grape, pavilions surrounded waterfalls, countless terraced buildings with baluster columns and walls carved with flowers, all connected by paved walkways and water channels, bound by the Gomti river to the north. In the Holy Quran, Paradise is described as a garden of perpetual bliss, rivers flowing beneath, bubbling up in clear fountains from which the righteous drink. Indeed, the gardens of Saif al-Dawla matched this image of eternal beauty. ‘Although it would be difficult to call the majority of inhabitants righteous,’ thought Shameena.

Shameena was no longer a child, having just celebrated her eighteenth birthday, but she did not want to become a woman either. Girls who came of age in the palace—girls who showed any hint of cultivation, who had beguiling faces or endearing manners, whose voices were melodious or whose bodies swayed invitingly—made advantageous marriages for their families, or else joined the ranks of Lucknow’s elite courtesans, many of whom lived in the palace-complex. Shameena knew that it was only a matter of time before her father married her off to some foul-smelling zamindar. But what she really wanted was to be free to wander the palace gardens, learning the secrets of the orange-belled buddleias, hiding in the bowers of scarlet cypress vine, shaking rain from the lantanas, marauding for guavas and mangoes with the noisy green parrots. Shameena gazed into the darkness, surprised by the sudden hot rush of tears. She pressed her fists against the cool stone on either side of the window. She rested her forehead against the stone helplessly. Everything was spinning away from her…her hopes…her dreams.

Why couldn’t she be a spirit of the lilac? Why couldn’t she sleep under the stars? Why couldn’t she live in the orange groves, barefoot, weaving wreaths of fragrant citrus twigs? These days the arcades and pavilions of the palace were always thronged with residents, guests, transient pleasure-seekers, craftsmen, and servants. The Wazir’s retinue was always growing. The palace echoed with the sound of construction, of girls practising their scales, of cooks bellowing, maids shrieking, the awful foreigners muttering in their many languages, the arrogant laughter of the British traders…How much longer could she even expect to enjoy what freedom she had? Shameena tried to push back the thought, but the eerie night had opened the door to all her anxieties, fears she suppressed by the light of day. Her mind raced.

Lucknow was the wellspring of Indian culture, and the Nawabi court was the heart of it. Thanks to Nawab Wazir Saif al-Dawla’s generous patronage, the palace buildings housed innumerable luminaries—philosophers, astronomers, painters, sculptors, poets, musicians—as well as strange, sometimes less savoury figures: dervishes, religious pilgrims, and foreigners from every country in Europe. These foreigners drank and gambled alongside the Indian courtiers, passing around jade goblets of heady liqueurs, sharing hookahs, even wrapping their odd, brightly coloured hair in turbans and donning jewelled slippers. Europeans, particularly the British, had become an increasingly noticeable presence in recent years.

Shameena despised them all. They were the force transforming her paradise garden into a lurid lair, a place of sensual rather than celestial delights. Often Shameena would fall into reverie in the gardens, dreaming beside an ornate gate twined with silver creeper. The tiny pure white flowers opened in the light of either sun or moon. Standing under the arch of the gate, surrounded by the masses of little florets and drooping white bells, Shameena fancied she was inside a cloud.

To the foreigners roaming the grounds, smoking cheroots, swigging whiskies, titillated by signs of the Wazir’s boundless wealth, the girl with the upturned face in the bower of green vines and white petals, graceful figure draped in white and gold muslin, looked like an angel from the Christian Bible.

‘If this were London, she’d act like an angel too!’ That afternoon a British captain had caught sight of her in the gardens. Older hands in the Empire’s service enjoyed boasting to the recent arrivals, awkward adolescents from Oxford and Devonshire who had yet to experience the wonders of the Oriental fantasia. The captain shook his large head, a knowing expression playing across his florid, detestable face.

‘London ladies,’ he’d sneered. ‘Nole me tangereing a man to death, swaddled up to the chin in itchy cambric or trussed up in metal underwear. In Lucknow, my boys, the women look like angels but they practise the devil’s art.’ Chuckling lewdly at the mixture of abashment and eagerness in the younger men’s eyes, the captain continued.

‘Fornication. Not just practice, mind you, they’ve perfected the art. I thought I’d done it all, but they taught this salty dog a few tricks, let me tell you…’ And then he did tell them, in smashing detail, orating ostentatiously to the loathsome circle of leering young men. Each had pricked his ears to the captain’s words, eyes fixed on Shameena, who came to awareness gradually, her reverie interrupted by the boisterous chuckling and back-slapping of the booted officers. She turned the black fury of her gaze on the drunken louts. How she disdained their tobacco-and saffron-stained teeth; their bloated and bleary faces; the way they swayed and held each others’ shoulders for balance, belching and laughing, licking their lips in her direction.

The British! They were crude. They were impossibly decadent. They pandered to the most excessive aspects of the Wazir’s character. It seemed to Shameena that court life had ceased to revolve around the appreciation of art, of nature, and instead revolved around acquisition, the fulfilment of sensual desires and pleasure, only pleasure.

Shameena had grown like a wild flower, untended. Her mother had died in the birthing bed while Shameena drew her first breaths; her father’s interest in his daughter did not outlive his wife. Shameena’s father, Agha Mir, was one of the many Lucknowis who had seen opportunity in Saif al-Dawla’s ascension to power. He was among the court’s earliest and most tenacious hangers-on, having moved into the palace-complex only a week after Saif al-Dawla himself had moved to Lucknow from Faizabad. Although Agha Mir’s silver tongue had quickly earned him status in the court, his ambitions were scarcely satisfied. He wanted to penetrate the Wazir’s inner coterie, a goal that required subtlety, wit, and eternal vigilance, the ability to keep abreast of rapidly shifting political currents. Agha Mir had no time to devote to his child. He saw to it that the girl would have every luxury the zenana afforded, and then promptly forgot her. Only Shameena’s nurse tried to show the motherless girl some affection, but from the very beginning, Shameena was a skittish creature, shy and fragile, but also proud. As a young girl, Shameena would escape the stifling heat of the zenana and sit by the flowing fountains in the quieter corners of the garden. She would sit alone, dreaming or painting. Sometimes she would beg audience with one of the court artists. From these men, Shameena learned of Mughal miniatures, Persian manuscripts, Urdu literature, and the finer points of calligraphy and composition. She would come back to the zenana as the sun sank over Lucknow, eyes sparkling, her shining black hair disordered, cascading over her shoulders. In her hair and in the folds of her silk shawl, she carried the scent of budding things and her bare feet were always glistening with dew. She would pick at a plate of saffron rice, lost in her imagination, oblivious to the other women, and her nurse would look at her radiant face, fearing for the girl, knowing that her unmistakable beauty would be her curse. A flower of such wild beauty was bound to be plucked. The nurse only hoped the hand would not be rough.

The clouds broke open and again moonbeams fell on the garden, illuminating the narcissi that encircled the white marble fountain. Shameena’s mind was unquiet. She needed to taste the night air, to cradle herself in the arms of her favourite banyan tree, to feel the moon’s caress. She couldn’t bear the still, close, sickly sweet air of the zenana a moment longer…

She crept down the stairs and ran out of the women’s quarters into the small chaharbagh. Even the brightest flowers glimmered palely in the moonlight. The garden was silver and black, like a dream. From force of habit, Shameena’s feet found the cold stone pathway around the fountain and she skirted the narcissi, letting her fingers sweep the wet petals, which surrendered their silky wetness. She headed north, towards the river. Her heart was thudding queerly. The night was so hot she felt as though the air were liquid. The atmosphere was redolent of roses. As she passed the jasmine bushes she could taste the jasmine on her lips.

What was the hour? She guessed from the moon and the heaviness of the dew that it was just before dawn. The night’s dancing and feasting had ended long ago. Shameena came to a baradari at the intersection of causeways. She entered the open-sided pavilion. It smelled of sandalwood and she could see a low ember where incense still burned. Giddy, she spun in circles, arms thrown out. The moon passed through the perforated marble screens, and dappled her body in an intricate silver pattern. Shameena imagined that she too was white marble: beautiful, inviolable, a changeless part of the palace landscape…without master…never to be possessed.

The incense choked her and she burst out again into the night. She could hear birds moving in the treetops and she called to them, a low, musical note, and was surprised by the sound of her own voice. She realized she could hear other voices too, that the darkness was alive. Parrots? Parakeets? Shameena hesitated. She heard cries and whispers, and then—distinctly—a woman’s laugh, full-throated and rich with promise. Shameena cast her eyes about wildly, but the shadows between the trees and causeways revealed nothing. More cautiously now, she picked her way towards the banyans along the Gomti. She was close enough to the river to feel the cool breeze stir the silk around her legs. The touch of the fabric caused her chest to burn.

What was wrong with her tonight? In all her eighteen years, she’d never felt so aware of her skin, of the way the fabric lay against the curve of her hip, the way the river breeze moved her hair across her cheek. Running, compelled by an urgency she did not understand, she abandoned the path and entered the orchard, weaving through the fruit trees. By day, the oranges hung red and round, fiery globes, but the moonlight had leached everything of colour. The oranges looked like so many smaller moons, silver-white globes suspended in the shining dark of the leaves. Gazing up at the fruits, Shameena almost tripped over the shadowy forms that at first seemed one with the trees. She heard a woman’s bangled wrists chime and saw the glimmer of the bracelets. She froze. A man’s voice was whispering: a stream of soft sounds, rising and falling. Shameena caught the flow of his cadences and made out the words. The man was reciting a poem:

Amidst flowers, wine in hand, my lover I embrace

King of the world is my slave on such a day in such a place.

Bring no candles to this, our festive feast, tonight

Full moon is pale beside the light of my lover’s face.

Shameena caught her breath, willing herself invisible. The lovers were leaning against an orange tree. Shameena could make out a woman’s slender back and tumbling, moon-gilded hair. The heat concentrated in her chest radiated out through her body. Her hands and feet were tingling. She felt faint. The man was still reciting, but he had tightened his embrace; his face was pressed in the woman’s throat, her shoulder. His words were muffled, coming in broken phrases: the fragrance of your hair…speak not to me of sweetness…your treasures…

Shameena let out a strangled sob and the man lifted his eyes, gazing at her across the woman’s shoulder. The man was still whispering. ‘The ruins of my heart,’ he whispered, and he smiled, tauntingly, at Shameena, his fingers moving through the thick black hair of the woman who leaned into him with more insistence, her wrists crossing above his head, knuckles pressed against the orange tree. The man kissed the woman’s shoulder, eyes still locked on Shameena’s, and the woman turned her face to intercept his kiss. Shameena recognized the delicate profile of her childhood friend, Nadira. She was smiling, her face sheened with sweat, lips curving. Shameena turned and fled, heedless of her crashing footfalls. When she reached the banyan trees on the riverbank, she bent double, gulping the thick air, arms hugging her body. Finally, she righted herself. She nearly staggered to her old friend, an ancient banyan, complex roots and branches twisting over one another, forming handholds and small nooks, perfect perches for the slender girl.

This was her retreat. A larger branch thrust from the trunk of the tree making a strong, yet gentle ‘v’, a perfect seat. Shameena climbed nimbly to the ‘v’ and sat with her back against the tree trunk, legs hanging down. The river breeze stroked her flushed face. Raising a hand to her cheek, she realized she was crying. Hot tears splashed down. The taste of salt on her lips now mingled with the sweetness of the garden’s perfume. She imagined again that she was made of marble…untouched…never to be caressed by a human hand.

She shook her head to banish the torrent of images. The man’s glistening face, his lips parting…his hands plunging into Nadira’s long hair, twisting the locks in his fists as he pulled her towards him…

‘I just want to be free,’ whispered Shameena desperately. ‘I want to be left alone. I want to live with the palace roses…to paint them…to answer to no one…I want…’

Why did she feel as though the world were spinning too fast? Why did she feel so trapped and yet…so lonely?

Boom!

Shameena jerked, nearly falling from her perch. The night sky erupted in green light. The boom came again, and again. Fireworks were bursting over Lucknow. Smoke drifted along the river. Shameena stood, balancing on the branch, one arm braced against the trunk. She looked back over the moonlight gardens in whose shadows lovers lay locked in fervent embrace. She turned to the river. Green flowers of light bloomed in the blackness and faded.

Another celebration at the British Residency, at the brink of dawn, no less! Green sparks floated in the breeze. The world was striped in moonlight and shadow: tiger stripes. The green sparks drifted close to her outstretched fingertips, then vanished, consumed. Shameena shut her eyes tight. The afterimage burned. Green sparks, doubled, against her eyes. The wind picked up; she felt it rake through her hair, her clothes. She curled into the banyan tree and finally, she slept.


CHAPTER ONE

Two Weeks Later

NICHOLAS WINTHROP GALLOPED UP to his townhouse and dismounted smoothly from his white Arabian. As the stable servants rushed forward to grab the reins, the creature lashed out with its feet. Nicholas laughed and stroked the stallion’s arched neck. The horse was unusually large for its breed and perfectly proportioned. As in other things, Nicholas settled for nothing less than the best. Few men could handle the high-spirited stallion, but then, Nicholas Winthrop wasn’t most men.

Born into a poor London family, Nicholas had grown up in the dirtiest and most dangerous parts of that great city, and learnt early how to survive by his wits. With ruthless self-discipline, he taught himself to read and write, to neutralize his common accent, to endure hunger and extremes of temperature. He threw in his lot with the British East India Company when he was scarcely more than a boy. He sailed for India on a winter’s morning at dawn, leaving only a note for his mother, who had to take it to a shop clerk and have the brief message read aloud to learn what had happened to her son. Nicholas never wrote to his mother again. He shaved for the first time in a tent in Mysore. Afterwards, he stood outside to let the warm air soothe his cheeks and watched the blood-red sun rise slowly in the east.

Nicholas had spent more years of his life in British India than in Britain, but he retained a rigidity that was purely English. Although a connoisseur of Indian art and antiquities, he never wore local costume nor indulged in opiates. Never shared a hookah or reclined on silk cushions. He derided the Company officials who donned slippers and passed yellow hours in opium dens and harems. They were puffy, weak-willed, dissolute men who wasted valuable commercial opportunities sleeping in a haze of smoke. Nicholas, on the other hand, slept little. Instead, he kept his body and mind honed, focusing his energies on accumulating wealth, status, and power. Unlike the indolent aristocrats who received high ranks in the Company due to family connections, he had had to work his way up. He had been a soldier, a clerk, an administrator and, briefly, a councillor.

Over the decades, John Company had consolidated its trade monopoly and expanded its sovereign powers over Indian territory. Nicholas’ rise was tied inextricably to the Company’s success. He made astute investments in the commerce of indigo and saltpetre. He became the wealthiest European in India. He wasn’t liked, but he was respected. Last year, in the prime of his life, he had decided to leave the Company and Calcutta altogether.

Cynics pointed to the court proceedings, the bribery trial, and the investigations into his financial holdings. For this very reason, Nicholas did not want to move hastily, to give the impression of flight or disgrace. He commissioned a team of architects to design him a palatial townhouse in Lucknow. While the house and grounds were being constructed, he continued to go about his life normally in Calcutta. He moved about in his old circles and faced the scandal with the same imperturbable reserve that had earned him the reputation for heartlessness. Inside, however, he was seething.

The Company over the years had changed. The British government was putting increasing pressure on Leadenhall Street to curtail the corporation’s privileges. It was time to get out. Nicholas had no illusions about that. But he was a man who lived life on his own terms. Finding his hands tied infuriated him. He could endure any kind of physical pain. The only thing he could not brook was humiliation.

Three months ago, the construction of the Lucknow estate had been completed. Nicholas had begun the long process of shipping his antiques, artefacts, and technological novelties, his fighting birds, horses, and staff. To make a point, he didn’t shut down his Calcutta home completely. He retained essential servants and furnishings so that he could return to Calcutta whenever he should desire. But as Nicholas and his retinue boarded his ornate three-masted schooner and set sail along the Gomti, he knew that he would never set foot in the capital city again.

Lucknow too, however, was far from perfect. The Englishmen in Lucknow were entirely too soft, too Oriental, for Nicholas’s taste. But at least in Lucknow, a man could still create his own destiny, his own kingdom. After two weeks in his new home, Nicholas had found much to admire about the European palace on the Gomti, and much to improve. The main building of his townhouse had been built into the river, with arched entranceways and large, well-ventilated lower storeys. He still got lost in the many courtyards, even though he’d surveyed the plans over a thousand times in the course of the past few months. Something about the unbridled profusion of the trees and the bushes made it difficult to navigate: the way bowers of flowering vines trailed riotous green tendrils down into the winding paths, the heady aromas. He wasn’t altogether sure he liked it.

At the same time Lucknow was a more permissive city than Calcutta: a more sensual city, where every line seemed to blur. Nicholas circled a pink marble fountain and gazed for a moment at the floating blossoms in its circular basin. They were getting battered by the falling water, darkening, coming apart.

‘Sir Winthrop,’ called a man’s voice and Nicholas glanced up quickly, irritated at having been caught in a reverie. A young clerk from the Lucknow Residency was rushing towards him. The clerk was short of breath and perspiring heavily. By contrast, Nicholas looked cool and comfortable, even though he’d recently taken his stallion for a long, hard ride through the banana grove along the river.

Nicholas turned and began walking towards the main house, forcing the clerk to continue trotting to keep up with him. Nicholas was a tall man with a lean, muscular build, dressed simply but elegantly in breeches and an impeccably clean and crisp white shirt. His only hint of extravagance—monogrammed gold cuff links—glittered in the sun. His blond hair was clipped close to his scalp and his handsome, chiselled face was clean-shaven. Nothing about him suggested warmth or kindness. Without breaking his stride, he surveyed the sweating clerk with dispassionate white-blue eyes.

‘To what do I owe the pleasure?’ he asked.

‘We’ve been expecting to see you at the Residency, sir,’ said the clerk. ‘Mr Hutchinson was awaiting your visit, but when you didn’t arrive this morning for the meeting, he asked me to bring you this letter.’

Nicholas took the sealed document from the clerk’s hand. He didn’t bother to conceal his irritation. Hutchinson was Lucknow’s British Resident. Nicholas had coldly rebuffed the man’s social overtures on his first evening in Lucknow, when he’d refused to attend the Residency party thrown in honour of his arrival. Hutchinson had held the celebration anyway, exploding fireworks until well after sunrise. Nicholas watched the lights from his bedroom window, knowing well that he was witnessing a show of wounded vanity. Hutchinson was pitifully transparent. Everyone in Calcutta knew that his gambling had emptied the Lucknow Residency’s coffers. Was Hutchinson a complete fool? Did he think that Nicholas would jump for joy at any gesture of goodwill from the Company? That he would bail the Residency out of its financial ruin for the chance to sit through an infernal meeting? Nicholas had no intention of loaning the man a single pound.

‘You can tell Hutchinson I’m enjoying my retirement,’ said Nicholas, thrusting the letter back at the clerk. The clerk skipped to keep up with the taller man’s lengthening strides, but did not take the letter from Nicholas’s hand.

‘The letter isn’t from Mr Hutchinson,’ said the clerk. ‘It’s from Robert Brooke.’ Nicholas almost missed a step. Robert Brooke was the advisor to the Governor-General of Bengal, a very powerful man. Why was he writing to Nicholas now? Frowning, Nicholas tucked the letter under his arm.

The clerk prattled on nervously, discomposed by Nicholas’s wintry silence. ‘I understand why you might not want to put in an appearance at the Residency,’ he confided. ‘But no one in Lucknow takes the corruption charges seriously.’ Nicholas fixed him with a frigid glare and, realizing that he’d committed a blunder, the clerk hastened on: ‘We know how carried away the councillors are in Calcutta. A bunch of witch-hunters.’ He smiled ingratiatingly at Winthrop who was looking straight ahead.

‘You’ll find Lucknow is relatively free of interference on that front,’ continued the clerk, eager to capitalize on his local knowledge. ‘It’s truly a city of dreams. Everything is kind of fuzzy here, have you noticed? It’s like living in a cloud.’

‘Humidity,’ said Nicholas shortly. ‘You’ll get used to it.’

‘You can’t imagine the parties at the palace-complex of the Nawab Wazir!’ persisted the clerk. ‘You haven’t yet visited? My first time inside the gates I almost fell in love! With a statue!’ He sighed. ‘The magic of Lucknow plays tricks with your mind.’

Nicholas stopped walking long enough to fix the clerk with a look of disgust. Shaking his head, he entered the main house. The clerk followed behind.

‘I say, it’s wonderfully cool in here. In the Residency, it feels like I’m wearing a wet woollen blanket.’ Nicholas passed through a spacious hall bright with mirrors and walked up the master staircase; the clerk hurried after. Without a backward glance, Nicholas pushed open the mahogany door to his library. The heavy door almost swung shut on the clerk who strained to hold it open as he hesitated on the room’s threshold.

The clerk’s name was Randolph Jones. He was twenty years old and had only recently arrived in India. But even in London he’d heard plenty about the infamous Nicholas Winthrop. The man’s ruthless, almost uncanny business sense had made him a legendary figure. Randolph had heard him being described as a kind of vulture. Any important business deal anywhere on the subcontinent and he was there, circling, ready to pounce.

Nicholas Winthrop had never been married.

‘So what if he’s the richest chap in India?’ a Company administrator had joked just the other day in the Residency. ‘The Master of the Mint couldn’t print enough money in a hundred years to make me marry a snake like that.’

‘Would he have you?’ asked Randolph seriously, and the older men laughed uproariously.

‘No, sonny, not a bit of it. Winthrop likes women,’ said the administrator, wiping a tear from his eye. ‘Other men’s women.’

‘Fitting,’ sniffed a senior clerk. ‘He likes other men’s money.’

‘He’d have been shot like a dog years ago if it weren’t for Asef,’ said the administrator in a darker tone.

‘Asef?’ asked Randolph.

‘Winthrop’s bodyguard,’ said the administrator. ‘He moves faster than a jungle cat. He can see in the dark.’

‘His mother is Kali, the Hindu goddess of destruction,’ broke in the senior clerk.

‘He’s the devil himself,’ said the administrator. Randolph looked around at the men’s faces for signs of mirth.

‘Are you joking?’ he asked cautiously, afraid of once again having his leg pulled. The administrator sighed.

‘Yes and no,’ he said. ‘After my third glass of sherry, I’m always joking. That’s my policy. I make sure everyone knows it; keeps me out of unnecessary duels.’ He leaned forward and tried to focus his bloodshot eyes.

‘But there’s something unholy about the man,’ he whispered. ‘You’ll know it as soon as you see him.’

Now Randolph Jones scanned the library for signs of this Asef, Winthrop’s bodyguard. His eyes needed time to adjust to the dimness. He couldn’t see. Asef could be anywhere…unholy…coming towards him… Randolph let the door slam behind him and jumped at the sound. As his vision cleared, he saw Winthrop seated at his desk, giving him an ironic look.

‘Yes?’ said Winthrop drily.

‘I’m more than happy to wait so as to bring back your response,’ said Randolph, but Winthrop waved his hand dismissively.

‘I post my own letters,’ he said, ‘though you must thank Resident Hutchinson for his interest in my affairs. I am quite…overwhelmed…by his graciousness.’

Nicholas waited until the imbecilic clerk had let the door slam a second time before pouring himself a glass of brandy and tearing open the sealed letter. After he’d read the letter, he pushed back his chair and crossed his legs on his desk, balancing the glass of brandy on his chest. He fixed his eyes on the brown liquid, pondering.

He’d thought he was done with Company intrigue. But Brooke’s letter had shocked him with its proposition. The Company was facing a military threat on its northern border. Bands of Rohilla renegades had begun mounting attacks on Company trading posts. The attacks were escalating. They had yet to significantly affect the Company’s commercial viability in the region, but they needed to be stopped. Immediately. Nicholas’s eyes burned as he continued to stare at the brandy. He didn’t blink.

Twelve years ago, in 1774, Nicholas Winthrop had ridden north with forces mustered by the Company and Shuja al-Dawla, then Nawab Wazir of the Kingdom of Oudh. Their mission: to obliterate the Rohilla kingdom and expand the Company’s sphere of influence. Now the Rohillas were back.

But had they ever gone away? Not for Nicholas. He swallowed the brandy in a single gulp and slammed the glass on his desk. Sitting up, he removed a key from his pocket. He turned the key in his desk drawer and drew out a small chest. His hand trembled as he unlocked it. He stared at the contents for a very long time. Finally, he stood, paced the library. The walls were lined from floor to ceiling with bookshelves and towering walnut- and-glass-faced cabinets. Aside from innumerable books in English and French, there were Persian manuscripts and ancient copies of the Vedas, as well as shelves piled with rare minerals, Roman coins and medallions, and silver stands displaying glass paintings and miniatures. Nicholas walked to a window and looked out over Lucknow. He could see a glittering mass of domes and towers and remembered the clerk’s comment.

The magic of Lucknow plays tricks with your mind.

Returning to his desk, he re-read Brooke’s letter. His eyes lingered on the final paragraph:

Given the delicacy of your current position vis-à-vis the Company, we believe we can trust you to attend to a matter of utmost importance to our collective interests with the necessary circumspection. The Rohillas are launching their attacks from encampments along the Upper Ganges. Without knowing the exact location of these encampments, military intervention is futile. With reliable reconnaissance as to their whereabouts, the proper steps can be taken to restore all of us to our former level of security.

‘It wouldn’t be difficult,’ thought Nicholas. He could hire the needed men, find them on the street, or better, get them vetted by the Nawab Wazir. Ask for the best hunters, the best trackers. And pay them enough to be silent as to the nature of their prey. He could be certainly restored to his former position in the Company, as Brooke had hinted. But he didn’t care about that. He could be restored to his former self. The Rohilla war had changed him forever. Maybe this was the opportunity that he’d be waiting for: the chance to settle an old score.

Meanwhile, Randolph Jones was on his way back to the Residency. He had a spring in his step that came from an awareness of his enhanced social status. He had just met Nicholas Winthrop! His anecdotes would be at a premium today.

‘A rather friendly bloke,’ he’d say. ‘Invited me upstairs for plum pudding.’ Suddenly, he saw his shadow swallowed by darkness. A larger shadow had fallen across his path. Randolph felt the hair on his arms prickle. He swallowed hard, slowed down, and turned slowly. His heart missed a beat. He couldn’t make out any details of the man who stood before him. He was outlined by the sun, a featureless silhouette. Randolph knew only that the man was enormous, towering over him by nearly a foot, and nearly twice as broad at the shoulder.

‘Asef,’ he stammered. The man moved to the side and the full glare of the sun hit Randolph’s eyes and dazzled him. He blinked painfully, trying to peer at the man who now stood by his side through the sunspots.

‘I have no intention of making you late for your lunch,’ came the deep, surprisingly smooth and cultured voice. ‘We can walk and talk.’

For the second time that day, Randolph fell into awkward step with a man whose long strides far surpassed his own.

‘You delivered a letter to Nicholas Winthrop,’ said the voice. The tone was friendly. Randolph cleared his throat.

‘I…’ he squeaked. ‘I did,’ he finished.

‘And who was the letter from?’

Randolph drew his brows together, thinking frantically. What game was this? Was he about to be interrogated? Tortured? Did Nicholas suspect him of doctoring the letter? Why send his bodyguard? Was this man indeed his bodyguard? Randolph stopped and faced his companion. Yes, it was Asef. There could be no doubt.

The man had raven-black hair that waved back from his temples. His thick brows were like two black wings. His nose was strong; his jaw line firm; his chin slightly cleft. His lips were full, curling, and as Randolph watched they parted in a smile that revealed two rows of blindingly white teeth with wickedly pointed incisors, a predator’s teeth. He was dressed similarly to Nicholas Winthrop, in breeches and a cotton shirt. However, while Nicholas had given a cold, fastidious impression, this man radiated heat. His skin tone was richly golden, and Randolph couldn’t begin to guess his ethnicity. A man like that couldn’t possibly originate in Europe. But he didn’t look like the natives he’d seen in Lucknow. Could it be that he was really Kali’s son?

‘Who wrote the letter, Randolph?’ said Asef, and Randolph finally dared to meet his eyes. Their brilliance was so intense that, for a moment, he thought the sunspots would return and he blinked rapidly. Between thick fringes of jet-black lashes, the man’s eyes glowed with green light. Randolph remembered summers at his grandmother’s in southern England, the fireflies that would suddenly appear above the darkened meadows, like a lowered constellation of winking stars. He was mesmerized.

‘Who wrote the letter?’

‘Robert Brooke,’ said Randolph, and the man nodded.

‘Thank you, Randolph. I won’t delay you,’ and with that, the man melted into the foot traffic. Except for when he spoke, he hadn’t made a sound.

[image: image]

Why had Nicholas received a letter from Robert Brooke? Asef’s mind was racing. He stalked silently through the streets of Lucknow, moving with such fluid grace that he was scarcely noticed despite his striking size and vivid colouring. He knew how to appear as a dark ripple, a current in the crowd. His presence was felt but not remembered.

He had spent the past twelve years perfecting this art in the service of his master, Nicholas Winthrop.

Asef was still a young man—too young to be filled with such darkness…such rage. He had been a happy child. He’d clambered up trees, run footraces. But he never let himself remember his childhood. He tried not to remember anything. He tried to remain blank. He believed that it was his emptiness that enabled him to act more quickly than other men. His body was a vessel for pure speed, pure strength. When Asef allowed himself to remember, his emotions slowed him down, creating a fog between his intent and his action: a millisecond of hesitation, the difference between the reaction time of a man…and…more than a man.

Asef knew that he had a gift. But harnessed to Nicholas, his gift was useless; worse than useless, poisoned. But, last year, while still in Calcutta, he had received his first message from the north. Warriors were regrouping. Asef had tried to forget them, to give up all hope, but after all these years they had remembered him. Finally, his life was more than this solitary bondage. He had a cause. His gift had a purpose. And it wasn’t just revenge. He would help his people repair, rebuild.

What did Robert Brooke want with Nicholas Winthrop? Asef knew that the future of the resistance hinged on the answer to that question.

Just then, Asef realized that he had reached the gates to the Nawab Wazir’s palace-complex. Almost instinctively, he felt a wave of hatred wash over him and tried to retain his precious blankness. It was impossible. He watched Europeans in curled-toe slippers pass through the gates, arms around each other’s shoulders, staggering. Several women, palace lace-makers or embroiderers, clearly returning from the bazaar, bent under their burdens of fabric, followed them. A troupe of musicians lingered outside the gates, leaning against the wall. Nearby, a few fat men in white turbans kicked away children who had come too close. A particularly vicious kick sent a child reeling; his tray of mango candies thudded to the ground. Asef resisted the urge to hurl the man against the wall and crossed the street, lifting the child who still lay gasping in the dust just inside the palace gates. He’d had the air knocked out of him. Asef brushed him off. One of the child’s eyes was swollen with an earlier injury. Asef wanted to give him a dagger, something with which he could defend himself, but settled for pressing a few rupees into his dirty palm. At that moment, Asef looked up, looked through the gates into the courtyard. And he saw her. The girl…

She was sitting on the edge of a fountain, her hand making quick strokes on a piece of paper with a long, thin brush. He could tell she was in a world of her own. He recognized her focus. A concentration so acute it became a kind of emptiness and the body a vessel for something greater. He recognized her focus because it was the twin of his own. He wouldn’t dream of disturbing her.

She turned her head slightly and he caught a glimpse of her profile: the delicate brows, the sweep of her unbelievably long lashes, the curve of her slender neck. He wanted more. He wanted to see her face. He willed it. He willed it with every fibre of his being. Turn towards me…turn. And she slowly turned and lifted her eyes. Her luminous eyes shone like a moonlit night.

‘Asef!’

Only Nicholas Winthrop could have made Asef turn his back on that vision.

He was mounted on his white Arabian.

‘I was coming to request an audience with the Nawab Wazir,’ said Nicholas as Asef approached. ‘I received a letter today from Hutchinson. It seems I still have a bit of work to do for the Company.’

Asef didn’t acknowledge Nicholas’s comment. After twelve years of daily contact, the two men could shift easily into light bantering. In the past two weeks, they’d shared many jokes at the Resident’s expense. Now Asef said nothing at the reference to Hutchinson.

Nicholas was lying about the letter. He needed to know why. What was Nicholas hiding?

From the saddle, the blonde man looked down at his dark bodyguard thoughtfully.

‘Perhaps I’ll return tomorrow instead,’ said Nicholas. ‘The heat of this country is finally getting to me.’ He reined his horse around, then reined him around again, so that the horse and rider travelled in a tight, prancing circle.

‘Did you fall in love?’ he asked Asef suddenly. Asef’s face remained blank, but something sparked behind his eyes.

‘It’s just that I saw you looking through the gates,’ explained Nicholas. ‘Apparently, there’s a beautiful statue. Men have been bewitched.’

Asef couldn’t keep himself from looking back through the gates. The girl on the fountain was gone, and only Nicholas’s laughter floated overhead.


CHAPTER TWO

ASEF SUSPECTED THAT THE servant leading him and Nicholas through the maze of rooms and corridors to their audience with Nawab Wazir Saif al-Dawla was charting an elaborately inefficient course.

‘Patience,’ he warned himself. He felt uncommonly tense. He’d barely slept the night before, tossing and turning for hours before leaving his bed. As he’d moved silently through the hall, he’d seen light pouring from the crack below Nicholas’s bedroom door. So Nicholas was also awake. He’d paused for a moment outside the door.

In those early years in Calcutta, Asef had often stood outside Nicholas’s door in the dead of night, body trembling, dagger in hand. It would have been so easy to kick the door open. To plunge his knife into Nicholas’s heart. Once he had even tried the doorknob and found the door unlocked. The door swung open.

Nicholas Winthrop had been sitting on a chair, facing the door. He was barefoot, bare-chested, defenceless. Asef had moved fully into the doorway and Nicholas saw the knife shining in his hand. Not for the first time, Nicholas had wondered if making the youth his slave would be his undoing. He drew on his cigarette so the coal flared a deep orange.

‘You want to stab me,’ said Nicholas matter-of-factly and Asef took a step closer. The boy had yet to assume the massive proportions of his adulthood; his legs were still coltish, long and thin, but already the muscles had begun to stand out in his arms. He held the dagger with a sure grip.

Nicholas drew again on his cigarette then held it in front of his face. He considered the ember. Then Nicholas smiled at Asef. He smiled and at the same time, he pressed the burning tip of the cigarette into his own chest. Asef watched the smoke rise from Nicholas’s skin. Nicholas’s smile hadn’t changed. He lifted the cigarette from his skin and took another lingering puff. On his left breast, the angry burn was round and red.

‘If you strike at this mark,’ said Nicholas, ‘I will surely die. My heart beats directly beneath it.’

Asef raised the dagger. Tears shone in his green eyes, making them even brighter.

‘I will surely die,’ repeated Nicholas. ‘And all your hopes will also die with me.’

He rose from the chair and came towards Asef.

‘You will lose your last link to who you are. Are you prepared to destroy yourself? To destroy her?’

In the prior month, seemingly all at once, Asef had grown nearly a foot. He was as tall as Nicholas and would soon be even taller. The man and the boy now stood face to face in the dim room.

‘Your fate is bound with mine,’ whispered Nicholas. ‘I am the master of your destiny.’ Slowly, he reached out and pushed Asef’s right arm down so that the flat of the dagger pressed Asef’s thigh. He put his fingers on Asef’s throat and twisted them in the fabric of his shirt, pulling down hard so that that buttons ripped and the boy’s hairless chest was exposed. Exhaling, Nicholas pressed his cigarette into the smooth, golden brown skin. Asef’s eyes widened but he didn’t make any sound. He didn’t grimace or cry out. A strand of smoke rose between him and Nicholas as his flesh sizzled. Finally, Nicholas turned his back on Asef and returned to his chair.

‘If you put that knife in my heart,’ said Nicholas, ‘you’re putting the knife in your heart as well. Remember that.’

Last night, Asef had rested his forehead against the cool wood of the door. The scar on his chest seemed to sting. Finally, he’d left the townhouse and wandered along the Gomti. He lay down on the bank with his arms crossed behind his head and waited for the dawn with his eyes wide open. The moon was so close.

In the morning, he’d had to fight with himself not to ask Nicholas where he was going as he mounted his white Arabian and rode out of the garden into the city. He performed his daily exercises with a furious intensity that he hadn’t been able to summon since moving to Lucknow and, bathing afterwards, he could tell that his muscles would be aching by evening. At last, he’d heard Nicholas’s voice in the courtyard.

‘Asef,’ Nicholas had called. ‘There’s a statue pining for you in the Wazir’s courtyard. I think we should pay her a visit.’

It felt like hours since they’d passed through the palace gates, but Asef doubted they were any closer to seeing the Wazir, or the girl for that matter.

‘This way,’ said the servant and led them into yet another room, decorated in fine European style. Sombre oil paintings in heavy frames darkened the walls. The servant paused for a moment to straighten a swagged velvet curtain. He sighed, glancing at the chaise longue, then smiling at Nicholas, a close-lipped expectant smile. Pointedly admiring a mounted watch, he sighed again. Nicholas arched an eyebrow. He stepped closer to the watch.

‘Twenty-two karat gold, moss agate, diamond, and ruby set,’ said Nicholas. ‘A few rubies missing from the chatelaine but could be quite a nice piece.’ The servant, a thin, handsome man with a large white moustache, licked his lips. He tried to smile again, but his mouth moved uncertainly. He pivoted and wiped the front of a large chronometer with a quick, nervous gesture.

He had been told that this Englishman was a wealthy collector.

‘Make sure you give him a thorough tour of the Wazir’s English rooms,’ the head servant had instructed. ‘And plenty of time to admire the rarities.’ However, the Englishman did not seem remotely interested in the Wazir’s treasures. Instead, he seemed amused, rather scornful. The worst part was that he had come with a servant of his own, a very disturbing servant. This servant always walked a few paces behind the Englishman yet there was nothing submissive about his posture. He moved so quickly, with such economy of motion, that he seemed like nothing so much as a jungle cat, a creature subject only to natural law. The dark broadcloth of his jacket strained against his impossibly wide shoulders. His trousers hugged his long, muscular legs. Even in the dark parlour, his green eyes seemed to blaze…

Hastily, face cast down, the servant beckoned then scurried through the door without looking back, leading the men into yet another enormous room, this one cacophonous with cuckoo clocks and various tin animals propelled by mechanisms across the tiled floor. Asef cursed to himself as his foot struck a box. A figure in a large Persian ammama leapt up as the box emitted a thin, jerking melody. Toys…children’s toys. Asef’s patience was at breaking point. What a disgusting show of opulence! Of frivolity!

‘Parasites,’ thought Asef, bitterly. ‘The courtiers of Oudh are parasites.’ They fattened themselves on the labour of the poor, opening the very veins of the earth and sucking them dry. They were no better than the English. In fact, they were even worse than the English for the latter at least had the decency not to debase their own soil. Asef felt a familiar disgust as he considered the greed and cowardice that led to alliances between the Company and India’s native kings. He kicked savagely at the Mughal emperor protruding from the box on the floor and instantly regretted the show of fury. But luckily no one had seen. Nicholas and the servant had passed through the door, their footsteps echoing on the spiral staircase.

Asef gritted his teeth. What about her? She was certainly a member of the Nawabi court and as much an enemy as any of the others. In his mind’s eye, Asef saw the girl again: her delicate profile, her lips—how would they feel? how would they taste?—imagined tracing the curve of her cheek, the slope of her slender neck where it met her shoulder, the rounded arm, the slender wrist and the long, tapered fingers. He imagined her fingers sliding up his back and raking down as she moaned beneath him, full breasts pressing against his chest as her onyx eyes grew even darker, needful…Asef imagined the girl’s head falling back, her gleaming hair spilling over the cushions, that luscious body twisting, lips parting as she whispered his name, as she begged him.

Now, Asef. Now. Yes. Asef.

He had to stop this madness! Ever since he’d seen her, he’d been enraptured, finding it difficult to control his emotions. He was tortured by little bursts of anger, joy, outrage. How could he allow her to get under his skin?

‘It must have something to do with Lucknow,’ he concluded. ‘The opium on the breeze,’ he thought to himself wryly. The city was testing his senses, almost teasing him. Her lips…Enough! He had to regain his centre soon, that quiet void. The space inside that he retreated to when he wanted to be unaffected.

Asef took a deep breath, fighting an inner battle. He won. His body relaxed, reassuming its easy, lethal grace. The tinny tune that issued from the mechanical box—now on its side in the corner—stopped suddenly. A cuckoo clock sounded in the silence. Asef stalked from the room and swiftly descended the stairs. He walked along the open corridor through a series of pink colonnades. A breeze stirred his black hair. To his right, a marble fountain splashed in the large courtyard. Statues of voluptuous mermaids were interspersed with the dwarf cypresses.

In the courtyard, under a golden marquee, the Wazir sprawled on several plump cushions surrounded by Englishmen, architects. Graphs and instruments lay scattered between enormous platters of food. Asef recognized nearly all the people from Nicholas’s parties in Calcutta. A balding man with damp pink skin balanced a gem-encrusted hookah on his fat belly. He puffed lazily, supine, a dreamy expression on his porcine face.

Nicholas was leaning casually against a column, his white-blue eyes like chips of marble. The sneer still played over his lips. The servant had disappeared into the throng of attendants, many of them bearing yet more platters of food from the palace’s six kitchens. Asef moved silently to Nicholas’s side. Nicholas turned his head and whispered to Asef, ‘In the lilac silk.’ Asef moved only his eyes. Dispassionately, he observed the nautch girls dancing on the green baize carpet between the architects, each man gaping and gulping liquor by turns.

The girl in the lilac silk smiled slightly as she curved her torso, undulating her lithe hips, arms inscribing arcs in the air above her head. Her thin, high-bridged nose and full, deeply coloured lips betrayed her as a girl of appetite, of easily flammable passions. Her sloe-eyes gleamed with promise as she moved her hips faster. The men followed her every motion, eyes flicking up and down, back and forth, mouths hanging open. Asef scanned the other dancers before he realized what he was doing.

He was looking for her. Dammit.

He scowled. Was it a pang of regret or a stab of relief that she was not among them? Did it matter? It didn’t. Of course it didn’t. What was she to him? She whose wide eyes had revealed her whole spirit, which seemed to answer his own? Nothing, she was nothing to him. That was how it should be and that was how it would remain.

There was a sudden burst of whistles. The girl in lilac had managed to lower herself—elegantly, suggestively—to the ground. She was certainly entrancing, and flexible too. She appeared to swim across the carpet. There was a crash as an architect—overcome—let a carafe drop from nerveless fingers. Asef watched the girl a minute longer, then shrugged.

‘A cheap ornament,’ he murmured to Nicholas. ‘Fit for a debauched Mughal.’ The two men stood so close that Asef could detect the scent of the mild tobacco Nicholas imported from London. Nicholas barked a laugh. He cocked his head, considering.

‘I suppose the Wazir values the set,’ said Nicholas, ‘as a Devonshire lady values her delftware jars.’

‘Less troublesome to store jars,’ muttered Asef.

‘You don’t think these girls would stack nicely?’ asked Nicholas. ‘Your countrymen have illuminated manuscripts on the possibilities. I believe I could find an example in my collections.’

‘You might fold them,’ said Asef impassively. The girl in the lilac silk was on her knees, leaning back from the waist as though her spine was a silken cord.

‘I’ll ask the Wazir’s opinion, of course,’ said Nicholas. He peeled himself off the column, straightening his cuffs. ‘Time to join the luncheon…’

At that very moment, a messenger in a red pagri pushed through the nautch girls and knelt by the Wazir’s side. After a brief, whispered consultation, the Wazir lurched to his feet. He was a short man, stupendously fat, jowls hidden by a thick, drooping moustache. He opened his mouth and issued commands to his nearest attendants in a low voice. A wet, black hole opened in his moustaches.

‘Toothless,’ observed Asef with disgust. Nicholas rewarded Asef with an icy smile, showing both rows of small, white, sharply pointed teeth: a viper’s smile. The Wazir was climbing into the palanquin, his ability to get a grip somewhat diminished by his staunch determination to retain his handful of brightly coloured quail eggs. The architects roused themselves from their stupor enough to acknowledge his departure. Their attention now shifted to Asef and Nicholas.

‘Nicholas,’ called the balding man, still supine. ‘Hallo! You’ll never believe it, Nicholas. I ate a seed of hashish,’ he declared, ‘and a hookah grew out of my stomach!’ The Englishmen roared with laughter.

‘We’re advising the Wazir,’ said another man. He couldn’t tear his eyes from the nautch girls and spoke through mouthfuls of roast quail. ‘He wants us to build a replica of every famous building in Europe in his gardens.’

‘We suggested a Colossus of Rhodes for the Gomti,’ said the balding man. ‘And that he replace this faucet’—a gesture to the fountain—‘with the Fountain of Trevi.’ Nicholas looked at the fountain, the water splashing placidly into the gold and marble basin.

‘That’s all you’re good for, is it, gentlemen?’ said Nicholas blandly. ‘No iron bridges, no feats of engineering, just the ruins of fallen empires. And badly reproduced, I’d wager.’

The balding man sat up, steadying the hookah with his fat, be-ringed hand.

‘Your forefathers were galley slaves and Newcastle debtors when our forefathers were studying philosophy at Oxford,’ he said. ‘Perhaps we don’t share the same appreciation of the classical world.’

Nicholas’s smile seemed frozen in place. Even since the trial, The Calcutta Gazette had been running articles that speculated freely on his early life, his low origins. Now every white man in India felt entitled to scoff at him.

‘I have an appreciation for the past,’ Nicholas said smoothly, masking his ire. ‘However, I am a much greater connoisseur of the future. In the future, I am sad to say, our paths are once again destined to diverge. Although you may enjoy the trip to the ashbin of history,’ he smiled. ‘It is a sooty place, a kind of smoker’s den, if you will.’

The balding man choked, coughing as he raggedly exhaled a long plume of smoke. Ashes from the hookah shook down onto the silk of his light-blue kurta. As his sputters died down, shock turned once more to soporific mirth.

‘Jesus, Winthrop,’ he laughed. ‘Have a puff, will you? Or a piece of this fine bird that has surrendered its life for our pleasure.’

Nicholas waved his hand dismissively.

‘I don’t sit well on cushions,’ he said, now joining the laughter. ‘I keep a better seat on a straight-backed chair or an English saddle.’

‘Feed your creature, then,’ suggested the balding man. ‘He looks about to leap out of his skin…’ The architects chortled, but uneasily. None were brave enough to meet Asef’s blinding stare. Even the balding man took refuge, hiding behind his hookah.

Asef shifted his weight. The movement seemed to throw the courtyard into a shadow. But he merely inclined his head in a courteous nod.

‘Thank you, sirs,’ he said in a purring voice. ‘I eat only at midnight, when the moon is full, and I eat only the flesh of babes. Firstborn sons are my particular predilection.’

‘The moon is always full in Lucknow,’ crowed a ginger, spot-mottled youth. ‘And this quail is a recent hatchling. Melts in the mouth…’ He waved a kebab so violently that a piece of meat flew free and landed near the hookah on the balding man’s belly. The balding man pinched the meat between thumb and forefinger and ate it thoughtfully.

‘Ah, yes,’ he said. ‘Tender, tender flesh.’ His gaze floated back to the dancers.

‘Gentleman,’ interrupted a voice, full, rich, and close at hand. ‘Allow me to introduce myself.’ The man who bowed to Asef and Nicholas had come into the courtyard through a marble gate. He was weak-chinned and pear-shaped, dressed in white silk pyjamas. He had an affable air and bowed longer and more deeply than seemed necessary.

‘I am Agha Mir,’ he said in the same rich tone. ‘A lowly tax-collector in the great court of Lucknow, but I enjoy the privilege of deep and personal friendship with the glorious Nawab Wazir al-Dawla.’ Here he spread his hands wide as if to indicate helpless ignorance of just how he came to be so privileged. ‘And the glorious Nawab Wazir enjoined me to inform you that he most regrets not being able to receive you as he would wish this afternoon. He must attend to an urgent business.’

Nicholas’ marble-chip eyes narrowed. Agha Mir continued unruffled. ‘The Wazir is most pleased, Sir Winthrop, that a man of such cultivated taste has arrived in our city. Yes, he is so very titillated that you are here to further augment the wealth and grandeur of our metropolis with your impressive collections. Unparalleled, he has heard, except of course for his own collections that are without peer, Sir Winthrop.’ Agha Mir’s eyes seemed moist. He shook his head. ‘The Wazir’s treasures are beyond number. Of course, the Wazir knows that you must be desperate to see them. He entreated me to tell you that he sympathizes with your impatience. For now, he has arranged for me to show you some of his curios that your exquisitely developed sensibilities will allow you to appreciate.’

‘Please don’t trouble yourself,’ said Nicholas. ‘I’ve come today to speak to the Wazir as a sportsman, rather than a collector. I’m interested in organizing a hunt and want to learn more about the northern territories. I want to borrow some of his scouts.’

‘Ah yes, well,’ said Agha Mir, taking small steps backwards, so that Nicholas and Asef were forced to follow him across the courtyard and through the marble gate. He turned and began walking rapidly, talking over his shoulder. ‘The question of the hunt can wait, can it not, gentleman? It is hardly the season for hunts. Tell me, Sir Winthrop, how do you find Lucknow? The music? The confections? Would you care to see the Wazir’s elephant stables? Or the riding school? The Superintendent of His Excellency’s Stud is performing a small surgery. A very interesting one indeed. I believe I’ve seen you in the city on your stallion? Your horsemanship is legendary. If you’d like, we could go by paddle boat…’

The courtyard opened into a much larger garden. Asef took in the Persian design, the interplay of shadow and water, delicately orchestrated with serried trees and marble fountains. Men smoked long pipes in pavilions. Some sketched by the fountains. A few boys raced past, blowing tin whistles as they chased a flamingo deeper into the garden. Agha Mir mopped his brow with a silk handkerchief. The day was getting hotter, more oppressive. Nicholas’s pale brow was completely dry.

‘Or the royal pigeon house?’ suggested Agha Mir. Nicholas’s eyes fixed on the paintings set to dry in a pavilion.

‘Lucknow is famous for its miniatures,’ said Nicholas.

‘You flatter us!’ said Agha Mir, delighted. ‘It’s true that our miniature artists are unparalleled…’ Nicholas was already roaming the pavilion.

‘Puran Nath,’ said Agha Mir, his hand on the shoulder of a delicately built old man with an intelligent mien, ‘is one of the most renowned miniature artists. His canvas drying here quite surpasses the whole form. That one too,’ he added, as Nicholas bent closer to a canvas that detailed birds in foliage.

‘This one exhibits rare feeling,’ said Asef, pointing to a canvas drying in the corner of the pavilion. Agha Mir gasped. With his silent tread, Asef had walked onto the pavilion unnoticed. Now, seeing him so close, Agha Mir found it impossible to believe he was a man who could ever escape detection. He seemed to fill the pavilion, like a storm fills the vault of heaven. He radiated a dark heat. Agha Mir shot a glance at Nicholas.

‘You don’t share Sir Winthrop’s knowledge of the art form,’ Agha Mir said to Asef. ‘The canvas which you commend is the work of an amateur.’ Asef smiled.

‘The colour palette is subtle. The foreground and background are layered to create depth and to allow the viewer to focus on one aspect of the composition at a time. There is a harmony of elements, exactness of detail, and modesty of execution that makes the painting stand out amongst all the others.’ Asef bowed his head ironically. ‘I defer to your judgement of course.’

Agha Mir and Puran Nath stared at Asef in utter amazement.

‘He’s right,’ said Nicholas, peering at the painting. A young deer inhabited the centre of a canvas patterned with roses and birds. The deer’s eyes were luminous, filled with secrets. Nicholas straightened.

‘I’ll buy it,’ he said. ‘Right now.’

‘Sir Winthrop,’ protested Agha Mir, ‘your choice does not do you justice. The Wazir had requested that I show you his glasshouse where he keeps Mughal miniatures of gold leaf and pigments ground from jewels. I’m sure one of those would better suit your needs.’

‘I need to balance my collection,’ said Nicholas. ‘It is skewed by an over-abundance of relics. The paint here is still wet.’ He folded his arms. ‘I’ll take it as a symbol of my new life in Lucknow.’

Asef recognized the line of Nicholas’s jaw, steeled by the slightest opposition. A cold light had entered his flat marble eyes. Asef suddenly realized that Puran Nath was still staring at him, flabbergasted.

‘As if I am a monkey with a sword who has suddenly recited Rumi,’ thought Asef bitterly.

Over the years, Asef had read all the books in Nicholas’s library, gleaning from them strategy and insights into the ways of men. A powerful body was useless without a sharp mind. But Asef had to admit, though only to himself, that sometimes he read books for the beauty of the language, the power of the sentiments expressed. Certain ghazals…certain passages of Seneca…stirred him strangely. He who had known so much violence, so much hatred, stirred by the musings of great men on the themes of love, fidelity, honour! It was preposterous, he knew. People saw him as a beast, a killing machine: inscrutable and vicious. Asef would not disagree with their judgement. He had himself chosen his path. He knew what he was, what he had to be. Nonetheless…

The painting of the deer stirred him.

Nicholas held the miniature at arm’s length.

‘Yes,’ he said slowly. ‘Indeed.’

‘No,’ came a sudden cry. A girl, breathless, hurled herself at Nicholas. She was slender, but moved with graceful strength, darting across the pavilion, eyes flashing. Asef swore to himself silently. She was even more beautiful than he remembered her last. Her head was uncovered and a few red petals tangled in shining strands of black hair. She struck Nicholas’s arm repeatedly with a tiny fist. Bracelets chimed together on her slender wrist with each blow.

Nicholas lifted the miniature higher in the air, laughing at his gorgeous aggressor, perplexed. Asef felt a cold wave flash through his body as he recognized the appraising look on Nicholas’s face.

‘What’s this?’ asked Nicholas. He took in the girl with frank admiration, from the perfect features of her heart-shaped face to the jewelled slippers now striking his shins.

‘Shameena!’ shouted Agha Mir. The girl didn’t even bother to glance at him. Her fiery gaze was directed at the Englishman.

‘That is not yours for the taking,’ she said. ‘You will be so kind as to unhand it at once.’

The girl’s furious tone and educated accent seemed to please Nicholas. He glanced again at the painting.

‘I’ve taken a particular liking to this painting,’ he said, reasonably. ‘And I am not a mystic who takes pleasure in denying himself what he wants. So…’ he snapped his fingers at Agha Mir. ‘I’ve decided. I shall have it.’

Another woman would have shrunk before Nicholas’s flinty authority, but Shameena tilted her chin defiantly. Asef felt a grudging admiration. Another woman, if she possessed that angelic face, that seductive body, would resort to different tactics of persuasion: a coy smile, maybe a sparkling tear. But this girl seemed completely unaware of her charms, of the effect she had on every man who saw her. The look she levelled at Nicholas was devoid of feminine wiles. It was a forthright look, a look of plain outrage. Asef half-expected her to challenge Nicholas to a duel.

‘Your decision is as worthless as you are,’ she hissed. ‘There is nothing to decide.’

‘A thousand apologies, sir,’ broke in Agha Mir. ‘My daughter Shameena was raised without the benefit of a mother’s care, and what with my numerous official duties in the Court and the special role I play in the Wazir’s personal affairs, I fear she has been left to grow a bit wild. I should have put a stop to this foolish passion for painting years ago, but—’

‘She painted this?’ asked Nicholas stunned. Asef shot an agonized look at the canvas. Now he cursed himself. Why had he felt compelled to pull that one painting out from amongst the others? Why couldn’t he have kept his peace? The girl’s breast was moving rapidly as her eyes flickered from Nicholas to her father. Asef wanted to punch through a marble column, knowing he was the one who had brought this upon her, that anguish to those eyes.

‘I am not her protector,’ Asef reminded himself. But he couldn’t tear his gaze from the pulse fluttering in her throat just above the dark hollow there. He moved closer almost without realizing.

‘How? What?’ sputtered the girl, now beside herself with fury.

With his keen powers of observation and lightning-quick reflexes, Asef anticipated her pounce and intercepted it before she could claw at Nicholas’s face. He stepped between the girl and the Englishman, catching her in his arms as she leapt.

Fire.

His body was on fire. He tightened his grip around her as she twisted in his arms. His every nerve was laced with flames. The blood rushed to his groin and he could not control his response. Her hair smelled like roses…like jasmine. Like a hundred blooming things. Silk tresses spilled over his hands as she fought him fiercely. Breathing hard, he thrust her away and held her at arm’s length. Black eyes bored into green.

‘You,’ she whispered. The fight had gone out of her body. The searing hatred in her gaze had darkened into something worse, something less identifiable.

Shameena could not believe it. This man—this man whose eyes had haunted her dream—was the accomplice of the blond intruder! He held her tightly by the arms, his hands big enough that his thumbs came precariously close to grazing her breasts. Could he feel her heart pounding? Suddenly, he removed his hands and she nearly staggered. As he drew back, he seemed to draw the heat from her body. She felt cold and lost. She drew her arms across her breasts, shivering. Tears glistened in her eyes but, stubbornly, she refused to let them fall.

‘Thousand, thousand, thousand apologies,’ her father was murmuring. ‘She will, of course, be disciplined, although she may have been wandering in some part of the garden where the herbs have strange effects. It’s possible that there is a botanical explanation, a kind of fever in the blood. She has never, never I say, acted quite like this. The paints too, I’ve been told, can transmit unhealthy metals through the skin.’

‘It’s quite alright,’ said Nicholas. ‘An artistic temperament.’ He carefully replaced the painting and regarded Shameena.

‘If the painting is yours for the taking,’ said Nicholas, ‘then what will you take for it? Think before you answer. I’m an extremely wealthy man.’

‘It’s not for sale,’ said Shameena. ‘It’s a gift, for a friend.’ Nicholas closed the distance between them.

‘Can we be friends?’ said Nicholas, softly. ‘Shameena?’ Hearing her name issue from his lips brought gooseflesh to Shameena’s skin. This blond man was so cold, so commanding. His handsome face had the look of death. His pale eyes seemed to drain the life from her. He was looking at her lips…With her last ounce of strength, she lifted her chin.

‘I will never be your friend,’ she said, and met his gaze. Then she looked to the side, over the blond man’s shoulder, seeking some source of strength. She was unprepared to meet those molten green eyes set in a face so nobly featured that it was saved from beauty only by its outrageous masculinity, the hawk nose, the firm set of the sensual lips. Heat moved from her chest to the tips of her fingers. She tingled, feeling almost dizzy.

A damp hand descended on her shoulder. Her father seemed to be patting her with paternal affection, but he was really delivering a punishing pinch.

‘The heat at this time of day is excruciating, isn’t it?’ said Agha Mir to Nicholas. ‘The Wazir was hoping you would return this evening, so your impression of the palace isn’t spoiled by the sun. There will be a feast and a cockfight. If you are a sportsman, I’m sure you will enjoy the cockfight. The Wazir’s fighting cocks have never been defeated. They are paragons, these cocks, perfect creatures.’

Nicholas smiled at Agha Mir and Puran Nath.

‘My impression of the palace is quite favourable,’ said Nicholas. He bowed to Shameena who was still burdened by her father’s heavy hand. ‘But I would be honoured to return this evening.’ He nodded to Agha Mir. ‘In fact,’ he added, ‘I will bring my own fighting cocks to enter into the fight.’

‘I’m not sure that’s wise,’ murmured Agha Mir. ‘The challengers always die, and I’d hate for you to suffer such a loss, especially as you are so new to our city.’

‘You are too thoughtful,’ said Nicholas. ‘I consider my cocks an offering to the Wazir.’

‘Very well,’ said Agha Mir. ‘I will inform him.’ He bowed to Nicholas, but his expression had soured.

Asef did not speak. He did not bow. He merely stood like the statue of a young god, waiting until Nicholas passed him on his way out of the pavilion. Then he turned with catlike grace and followed him. Agha Mir hesitated. He released Shameena’s shoulder.

‘Would you like to exit through the Turkish gate?’ cried Agha Mir, chasing after them. ‘It’s a wonder.’

Shameena let out a strangled cry as the men vanished into another courtyard. Puran Nath looked at her sympathetically.

‘Nicholas Winthrop,’ said the old artist. ‘He is a man who won’t stop until he owns all of India. He wasn’t lying. He’s nearly as rich as the Wazir. He’d pay you handsomely for that painting.’

‘I don’t want anything from him,’ said Shameena. She plucked a petal from her hair and let it fall to the ground.

‘And the other man?’ she asked. ‘Who is he?’

Puran Nath raised his eyebrows. At Shameena’s blush, the artist’s face darkened.

‘That man is a bad dream,’ said Puran Nath, soberly. ‘Best forgotten.’ Shameena drew her delicate brows together.

‘I’m going to finish my sketch,’ she said. She ran lightly among the flowerbeds, to the roses. They were just as vivid, just as beautiful, as they had been earlier. But she couldn’t help but remember that the roses were English roses, grafted onto native plants.

The sun had climbed high in the bright sky and was almost blinding. Shameena shut her eyes. She flung herself onto the grass. She needed to cling to the earth. She had never felt so close to floating away, to losing everything. Even though the grass was cool and dark, she kept her eyes shut.

‘A bad dream,’ she whispered, and felt the heat beating down from above, coursing through her as she lay in the green garden. But no rest came to her.


CHAPTER THREE

FOR THE REST OF the day, Shameena couldn’t paint.

She was restless and distressed. Why paint? Why pour her soul into something so that some arrogant British merchant could buy it to hang on the ‘India’ wall of his parlour? She imagined her miniature in Nicholas Winthrop’s house, next to a peacock fan and an ivory Shiva. An instantaneous rage swept her whole body. She would rather destroy it than let her soul be put up for such exhibition!

Shameena hid her brushes and paints in a baradari and wandered empty-handed in the garden. Every path she followed led to another swarm of foreigners. She spied a friend of Puran Nath’s, a poet named Jafar, resting his weary bones under a mango tree.

‘How can you tolerate them?’ she burst out, without any introduction. Jafar looked at the girl with mild surprise. He glanced around and his eyes fell on a group of youthful Company officers who were clustered on the path, throwing rocks at a monkey that swung, hissing, fur bristled with fear and rage, from the limb of a neem tree. Jafar glanced back at Shameena. Her lips were parted with indignation and her enormous eyes were flashing disgust. Her beauty caused his old heart to ache.

Poor girl, thought Jafar, but aloud, he said only, ‘If you resist the things that can’t be changed you’ll tire yourself out for the real struggle, Shameena.’

‘You’re a poet, not a saint,’ said Shameena grumpily, as she sat down beside him in the shade. ‘There’s no need to talk in riddles.’

Jafar peeled a mango skilfully with his thumbnails and offered the fruit. Shameena bit into the orange flesh and the sweet juice ran down her chin. She wiped it away with the back of her hand as carelessly as a child. Watching her graceful, unselfconscious motions, Jafar felt a moment of fear.

The girl was too innocent. The Nawabi court was no place for a girl like her. Her beauty, it would destroy her.

Jafar knew that Shameena’s father, Agha Mir, would offer the girl no protection. The man’s only concern was filling his stomach with delicacies and his purse with rupees. He had never spared a moment’s time to get to know his precocious daughter. If Shameena didn’t look so much like her mother Jafar doubted that Agha Mir would even recognize her.

Shameena’s mother Sala…She had been an extraordinary woman: beautiful, tender-hearted. Jafar had written poems about her. Not one. Not two. Not ten. No one would ever know how many. But he had never told Sala how he felt about her. He was too old and poor to feel worthy. And if she recognized herself in any of the ghazals sung in the evening beneath this favourite silver creeper, she had never given any sign.

Sometimes Jafar thought it wasn’t childbirth that had killed Sala, but rather her sorrow at having brought a daughter into the world, a daughter who would grow up in Lucknow. Jafar didn’t blame her.

‘I heard that you met Nicholas Winthrop,’ he said. Shameena stared at him in shock then shook her head ruefully.

‘Puran Nath,’ she said. ‘He spreads news more quickly than a signal drum.’

‘He worries about you,’ said Jafar. ‘Shameena…’ He sighed. ‘You don’t understand how this world works.’

‘I understand how the world works,’ cried Shameena. ‘I know that you chose to sit beneath this mango tree because the leaves are thick and the shade here is always the coolest. I know that the bark of the banyan tree soothes the skin. I know that every part of the oleander is poison. I know that the rains come at the end of June.’

Jafar tried to meet her eyes but she dropped her head and plucked at the grass with her fingers.

‘Do you understand that Emperor Shah Alam II agreed to appoint the Company the Diwan of Bengal in 1765?’ he asked.

Shameena scowled. For over twenty years, the Company had controlled revenue collection in the provinces of Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa. In the beginning, the British had allowed the Nawabi court to oversee the diwani administration. More recently, however, the Company had taken direct control. Everyone knew that! Did Jafar Saab think she was a fool? She had eyes and ears! She was well aware that the Company was expanding every day!

‘Yes, Jafar Saab,’ said Shameena primly. ‘I know that the British East India Company takes our wealth and our resources!’

‘There’s a difference between knowing and understanding,’ said Jafar. ‘You know that the British drain bullion from Bengal, but do you understand what that means? Do you understand that the taxes collected by men like your father mean that the farmers of our kingdom starve? You know that the Wazir’s father made a military alliance with the British. But do you understand what happened when the Wazir enabled the British to expand the boundaries of their control nearly as far north as the Kumaon hills?’

‘I know that the Wazir panders to the British!’ cried Shameena. ‘You’re not telling me anything new. Now the poet wants to talk politics? Jafar Saab, let’s forget I said anything about the British. Let’s just talk about the symbolism of the peacock!’ Jafar didn’t smile.

‘Shameena,’ said Jafar. His tone was deadly serious. ‘I write poems about love and beauty, not politics. But I am still alive to write my poems because I understand politics. You need to be careful. First the Marathas were our enemies, then the Rohillas. The British are our allies, but you yourself tell me that they are only here only to plunder. The point is that it’s not a question of whether we can “tolerate” the British or not. It’s a question of survival. Shameena, this court is filled with enemies. Some of them may wear British uniforms and some of them may be your own flesh and blood.’

‘What should I do?’ whispered Shameena. The wind stirred the leaves of the mango tree. Jafar didn’t want her to see the tears in his eyes. He leaned back against the tree and closed his eyes.

I’m sorry, Sala, he said to himself. There’s nothing I can do to spare your daughter from the fate that is coming for her. She’s a beautiful girl, gifted too. You would be proud of her. But Lucknow has been poisoned by greed. We live in a time of warfare, famine. Shameena doesn’t yet understand how the courtiers inside the palace-complex are conspiring. How the people outside the palace-complex are suffering. There is no place for her to hide. She will be crushed between the court and the Company. Unless love and beauty have more power than this old poet believes. I pray that it is so.

He realized that Shameena was still waiting for an answer and opened his eyes.

‘Remember what I say no matter what happens,’ he commanded her in the swelling tone he used to recite his poetry. ‘You carry all of this within you: the gardens, the flowing waters, the moonlight. Remember that there are things that no on can take from you.’

‘Thank you, Jafar Saab,’ said Shameena, but the poet had already shut his eyes, leaning back against the tree. He didn’t answer. Shameena ducked out from beneath the hanging branches and re-emerged onto the sunlit path. Maybe she would paint after all! But first she would find her nurse.

For over a month now, the old woman had been suffering from chills and a rattling cough. Shameena had laboured over the miniature for weeks, crushing pigments from her favourite plants, outlining the foliage with powdered gold. She wanted to make the perfect gift for her nurse. She knew the deer would strike a chord.

When Shameena was very young, her nurse would tell her stories about the forest animals, about how she would glimpse a deer while washing clothes in the river. They would always dart into the stands of sissoo and teak as soon as she looked in their direction. Well, now she would have a deer that wouldn’t flee! A deer created out of pigment and gold dust: Shameena’s tribute to the woman who raised her.

Shameena headed back towards the zenana. The heat of the day had mellowed and the sun hung lower in the sky. She avoided passing by the baoli palace, where her father had doubtless retired to sleep away the hotter hours of the day. Courtiers tended to lounge in the piazza or in the apartments behind the garden pavilions, lovely rooms with walls built entirely of red porphyry and red stone.

She had been trying hard not to think of the golden man. The way he looked at her…it was different. It was like he could see into her very core. Ever since she had glimpsed him through the palace gates, she had been fighting with herself, fighting to forget him. Shameena had never met a man quite like him. She had almost convinced herself that he was a figment of her imagination. That she had conjured him out of her fantasies as she sat on the fountain, as she sketched in the sunlight. He was the sunlight made flesh.

She remembered his hands on her arms, their inviting heat, their sheer strength.

He was not her ideal of a man. He was just a common mercenary, working for Nicholas Winthrop. He represented everything she loathed. That was the part she should not forget.

Shameena could see the high walls of the zenana. She entered the courtyard and went inside to find her nurse. The nurse shared her apartment with other servants near the kitchens and storerooms of the zenana’s ugliest house.

The nurse’s narrow bed was empty. An old woman sat on the floor assembling artificial flowers. She saw Shameena standing in the doorway and gave the girl a sympathetic smile.

‘She’s been sent back to her village,’ said the woman. ‘She’s too sick to be of much use here and she wanted to see the forests again before she died. She thought it would be too painful to say goodbye and so she set out this morning before sunrise.’

Shameena could only stare at the empty bed. She was shocked and aggrieved. Her distress was obvious, and the woman continued in an even gentler tone.

‘She wanted me to tell you that every time she saw a deer near the river she would remember you and bless you.’

Shameena opened her mouth to thank the flower-maker, but her voice failed her. The nurse had been like a mother to her. Or at least, more like a mother than anyone else. Shameena left the tiny apartment in a daze. She sat in the courtyard and watched the girls strolling back and forth between the Shish Mahal and the Rang Mahal.

Two pretty young girls, Shabana and Faiza, were sitting nearby, combing each other’s long hair.

‘Shameena,’ called Shabana. She had just poured oil into her palms and was rubbing Shabana’s long hair, making the black waves shine. Shabana was a friendly girl, plump and glowing. She always seemed on the brink of laughter.

‘The dawat is going to be wonderful tonight!’ she said. ‘Every kitchen servant has been cooking since dawn! And Yasmin is loaning me her earrings.’ She tucked a few strands of hair behind her hair so Shameena could see the heavy gold pendants.

Shameena tried to summon the proper enthusiasm, but she couldn’t smile back at Shabana. The corners of her mouth felt as heavy as lead. Even in her more carefree days, Shameena rarely attended the Wazir’s banquets. She much preferred to sit by the fountain in the zenana courtyard and draw by the lantern light. The animal fights and dancing girls, the noisy orchestras, the foreigners trampling the bushes…Not her idea of a pleasant evening. She grimaced.

Shabana laughed at Shameena’s expression.

‘Shameena,’ she teased, ‘tonight of all nights you have to let us comb your hair and dress you in some decent brocades. Look at you! Have you been picking mangoes with the monkeys?’

Shameena hid her fingers behind her back like a guilty child and Shabana laughed again. Shabana turned her attention back to the other girl’s hair. Faiza tilted her head back and let Shabana rub the oil into the roots.

‘You really must come out tonight,’ said Faiza. ‘Nicholas Winthrop is coming!’

‘Nicholas Winthrop,’ repeated Shameena, and Faiza mistook the sour note in her voice.

‘You don’t know about Nicholas Winthrop?’ said Faiza. Faiza savoured the idea that she knew something Shameena didn’t.

‘Nicholas Winthrop,’ she said slowly.

‘Nicholas Winthrop is the richest Britisher in India,’ cut in Shabana. ‘He’s handsome too, very tall and strong, with the whitest skin and palest hair you’ve ever seen!’

‘And there will be dozens of Company officers!’ said Faiza. Shameena’s expression turned even sourer and Faiza bristled.

‘There’s no need to look so pained!’ said Faiza. ‘I’m not ashamed to say that I’d rather marry a dashing young Englishman with lots of money and servants than a ninety-year-old zamindar from Faizabad!’

‘Is that the choice?’ cried Shameena. Shabana’s laughing face now held a kindly perplexity.

‘Are you suggesting we not marry?’ asked Shabana. She furrowed her brow as she tried to understand. Shameena had always been different, but lately she had been acting downright strange.

‘Not exactly,’ said Shameena. ‘It’s just that…’

‘Just what?’ snapped Faiza. Really, Shameena was impossible! Shabana rubbed Faiza’s head soothingly.

‘Do you know who else is coming to the feast?’ she asked to change the subject. ‘Asef!’ At Shameena’s blank look, she continued. ‘He’s Nicholas Winthrop’s personal bodyguard. He is too handsome, just too handsome,’ she giggled. ‘The girls are all wild for him.’

‘Nadira’s going to get him,’ predicted Faiza glumly. ‘She says when she saw him today she nearly swooned!’

‘His skin is like beaten gold and his eyes like emeralds,’ recited Shabana. ‘That’s what Nadira said! Among other things! She sounded like one of your poet friends! This man has completely captured her fancy.’

‘She danced for him,’ added Faiza.

Shameena’s face felt flushed and she hoped that the other girls wouldn’t notice.

Asef. His name was Asef.

‘Shameena, it won’t kill you to have a little fun!’ said Shabana. ‘Come to the feast. Do you want to stay shut up behind high walls?’

‘After all,’ joked Faiza, ‘that’s what the rest of our lives are for!’ Shameena saw the ironic twinkle in Faiza’s eyes and smiled in spite of herself.

‘I suppose a little fun won’t be deadly,’ replied Shameena, and Shabana squealed with delight.

‘I can’t wait to fix your hair,’ she cried, and the girls dragged Shameena into the Rang Mahal.
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The Residency occupied thirty-three acres just south of the Gomti. Nicholas dismounted and walked his stallion between the brick bungalows and thatched outhouses. There were also larger structures: the banqueting hall, department offices, and a few homes with Italianate roofs and ornamental fronting.

Nicholas noted some low, windowless structures: the brick zenanas where the Company housed their native mistresses. The entire Residency complex gave the impression of dismal disrepair. The gardens were muddy and untended. On nearly every building, the whitewash had faded from the brickwork. Nicholas saw a tall, stooped man walking towards him with short, nervous strides. Alfred Hutchinson.

Nicholas stopped and allowed the Resident to reach him. The stallion snorted and took a dancing step to the side; Nicholas tugged on his reins. Hutchinson eyed the man and his horse warily.

‘Good to see you, Winthrop,’ said Hutchinson. ‘This way.’ As the two men walked, Hutchinson pointed out the various staff houses and offices.

‘The Auditor-General lives there,’ he said. ‘The one with the tiled roof is Nathan Trombly’s home; he’s the Surgeon to the Military Establishment. That’s the staff house for clerks.’

Nicholas nodded, only half-listening. Hutchinson glanced at him. ‘I know we’re a bit rundown,’ he said. ‘The Company pays our salaries, but the Wazir’s Ministers are required to provide maintenance and repairs. Those buildings there—,’ he pointed to a row of squat bungalows, ‘are for the Wazir’s servants, the gardeners and watchmen. As far as I can tell, all they do is hover around our offices and eavesdrop so they can report to the Wazir. I’d like to hire my own gardeners and build a few new arsenal sheds so our arms aren’t all stored across the river in the Cantonment, but the Company salary doesn’t make it easy.’ A whining note crept into his voice.

Nicholas could barely contain his annoyance. Hutchinson was a buffoon. If he hadn’t gambled away the Company funds and the hefty bribes and ‘gifts’ he’d extracted from the Wazir, he’d be able to transform the Residency into a paradise.

‘Are you going to the cockfight tonight?’ asked Nicholas casually. He could see the arrow had found its mark. Hutchinson turned pink.

‘My staff and I will be attending, of course,’ he said stiffly. ‘We need to keep up our cordial relations with the court. Here we are.’ Nicholas tethered his horse and followed Hutchinson up onto a verandah supported by plain wooden columns and into the main office. A few men were sitting inside, drinking brandy and playing dice around a low table.

‘Shamus Finch,’ said Hutchinson. ‘Arsenal Superintendent. John Palmer, assistant to the Auditor. John Bentley, Accountant. Gentlemen, Nicholas Winthrop.’ The men grunted. Hutchinson poured Nicholas a healthy glass of brandy.

‘You received Brooke’s letter?’ asked Hutchinson. His puffy-lidded eyes flickered around Nicholas’s face. Nicholas sipped his brandy.

‘Thank you for the delivery,’ he said. ‘Brooke suggested that my background in the saltpetre trade might make me useful to you here at the Residency. He thought I might take a look at your records.’

John Bentley glanced up from the dice with a sneer on his thin lips. ‘I’m the Residency Accountant,’ he said. ‘I don’t think your services are required. I believe you have enough irregularities in your private accounts that need addressing.’ At Bentley’s reference to Nicholas’s legal troubles, the room fell silent. Shamus Finch forgot to let the dice drop; he froze, dice cupped in his palm. John Palmer swallowed the brandy in his mouth with an audible gulp. Hutchinson shot Bentley a warning look.

Nicholas seated himself on a wooden chair and took another sip of brandy. He wanted access to Residency records so that he could check for unexplained transactions. Nicholas’s hunch was that someone at the Residency had been cutting deals with the Rohillas. The timing of Rohilla attacks on Company posts, their uncanny ability to intercept the ships freighted with the most valuable goods, all pointed to someone feeding them information from the inside. Hutchinson’s high rank and perpetual insolvency made him a likely candidate for leaked intelligence. The man had a price. In fact, a lower price than most.

‘You can see the records, Nicholas,’ said Hutchinson familiarly. ‘I’d appreciate your financial advice.’ He smiled insinuatingly and Nicholas smiled back.

I won’t give you a farthing, he thought. I’d sooner drop a bag of gold into the Gomti. But I’ll use your greed to my advantage.

‘I look forward to a further discussion,’ replied Nicholas encouragingly. The men turned their heads at the sound of a jingling footfall.

‘What’s this?’ said Nicholas. A young woman entered the room. She wore a gold-flecked silk shawl and a Rajput headdress with silk braid. She had several earrings in each ear and rings on every finger. Her face wasn’t beautiful, but it was youthful and animated. She swayed towards John Bentley, who rose and swung her around by the waist.

‘My wife,’ he said to Nicholas. ‘Isn’t she exquisite?’

‘Indeed,’ said Nicholas. The girl beamed and Nicholas lifted his glass to her.

‘Still unmarried, Winthrop?’ asked Shamus Finch.

‘I’ve heard you have trouble with the women,’ said John Bentley, who didn’t like the way his wife was smiling at Nicholas. ‘They keep eluding you. I dare say, they are harder to hold onto than artefacts. You can’t just lock them in a cabinet. They require finesse.’ He kissed the young woman’s neck and she ducked her head with charming bashfulness. Nicholas kept his expression neutral, but he felt his hackles rise.

They were mocking him. Even now, after all these years and all his successes, the men never gave up trying to humiliate him.

‘Actually, gentlemen,’ he said. ‘I plan on marrying rather soon.’

‘Oh yes?’ said Bentley archly. ‘And who is the lucky girl?’

‘The most beautiful woman in Lucknow,’ said Nicholas. ‘Of course.’

‘Of course,’ echoed Bentley.

‘Perhaps you’ll see her this evening,’ said Nicholas. ‘Bringing me roses after I win the cockfight—’

‘You’re entering the cockfight?’ asked Hutchinson.

Nicholas rose and straightened his jacket.

‘Things are changing in Lucknow,’ he said. ‘I advise you to put your gold on my cocks tonight, gentleman.’

‘The Wazir’s cocks are undefeated,’ said Hutchinson.

‘Are they?’ said Nicholas. ‘Well, in that case, stake the Residency on them.’

‘You’re arrogant for a friendless swindler, aren’t you, Winthrop?’ said Bentley, releasing his wife and staggering towards Nicholas. Nicholas realized that the man was drunk. He let him approach, fingering his pistol thoughtfully. He would have to deal with this fool later. He couldn’t risk making too many enemies. Not when he had a job to do.

Nicholas crossed his arms and regarded Bentley impassively. Bentley belched. He had a broken nose and breathed noisily through his mouth.

‘And you’re not so brave without your butler, eh?’ Bentley muttered. ‘Your man’s man, what? Your squire?’

‘Bentley,’ said Hutchinson sharply.

‘Maybe he can’t afford to keep him in his service,’ said Bentley sulkily to Hutchinson. ‘Didn’t he have to pay the Crown a million pounds in fines? Isn’t his fortune reduced to a few bolts of Mongolian silk he trades in the bazaar?’

So that’s what they were saying about him. That was the rumour circulating through British India.

Nicholas managed not to flinch.

‘If you’ll excuse me, I must be going. I need to swing by my stall at the bazaar to check on sales before the feast tonight,’ he said, meeting each man’s eyes with a look of wintry contempt.

‘I’m terribly sorry, Winthrop,’ said Hutchinson as he escorted Nicholas back to his horse. Nicholas mounted his horse and the spirited stallion reared. With a harsh jerk on the reins, Nicholas mastered him. He sneered at Hutchinson, who looked disconsolate at the bad turn their encounter had taken.

Was he worried that he’d spoiled his chances of getting money out of Nicholas? Or did he believe Bentley’s insinuation? Was he worried that Nicholas had no money left to give? Or could it be that he suspected the nature of the correspondence between Nicholas and Robert Brooke? Was the panic in his face due to anxiety regarding his treacherous acts? Nicholas planned to find the answer and soon…

‘Bet on my cocks and you’ll be less sorry tomorrow,’ said Nicholas as he rode off to his townhouse to oversee the final preparations for the Wazir’s banquet.


CHAPTER FOUR

FROM THE SHADOWS OF the marble pavilion, Shameena not only had an excellent view, she was also invisible to the crowd below. In every byway of the intricately laid out gardens, men and women, courtiers and foreigners alike, surged beneath coloured paper lanterns, laughing and shouting. Fireworks exploded in the air above the minarets and towers, and fringed paper kites swooped amongst the sparks. The smell of the rich tora mingled with the smoke and the delicate essences that floated from innumerable bowls of attar and night-blooming flowers.

In the distance, beyond the ivy-covered brick wall that divided the courtyards from the open gardens and the orchards, Shameena could see the Wazir, dressed all in white and with his white dastar adorned with jewels, approaching the cockpit on the back of a gaudily caparisoned elephant.

Shameena turned her head and saw a column of British servants marching towards her. Utter incredulity widened her eyes, caused her lips to part. Unbelievable.

The servants carried crates of brandy, trays laden with roast mutton, hare pies, swan-shaped medlar cheeses, rose-water wafers, not to mention countless other English delicacies that Shameena couldn’t even begin to identify. Bringing up the rear were four servants staggering along beneath a thick slab of oak. They stopped in front of the marble pavilion and rotated their oaken slab. As they held it a few feet above the ground, several soldiers darted beneath to fit it with stout oak legs. A table!

‘What’s going on here?’ shouted a courtier, and a British soldier saluted smartly.

‘A small contribution to the feast courtesy of Nicholas Winthrop,’ he said. Servants piled the trays on the table, and British soldiers and courtiers alike began to mass around in curiosity.

Suddenly, a slender man, a eunuch with bells on his ankles, came bounding onto the pavilion. Shameena gasped, but the man only turned a pirouette and, kneeling, presented her with a pomegranate. As she took the fruit from his outstretched hand, he laughed—a high, melodic laugh—and leaping up, bounded back down into the throngs. Shameena’s own laughter, which had bubbled up in response to the man’s childlike antics, was choked off by a sob.

Why had she let Shabana and Faiza talk her into attending the banquet? Nicholas Winthrop could be anywhere, looking for her.

She watched a group of adolescent British sailors circling the banquet table, smearing treacle on huge hunks of bread. Her nostrils flared. She wanted them to go away. Angrily, she folded her arms beneath her breasts. Her breasts! They felt ready to burst out of the tight red silk of her ungia! And the hems of her pyjamas fit her calves and ankles too snugly…and the tiny jewelled slippers…Why couldn’t she be barefoot, in a loose kurta? Shabana hadn’t been able to stop giggling as she’d forced Shameena to dress in the red silk outfit that perfectly accentuated her delicious curves and highlighted her voluptuous youthful body.

‘Oh, it’s too perfect!’ giggled Shabana. ‘Quick, Faiza, throw her tattered dupatta in the fire! Shameena, you look ravishing. We won’t let you ever go back to these awful rags!’

Shameena felt horribly uncomfortable. She drew back her hand and threw the pomegranate as hard as she could. She was gratified to see it strike a young sailor squarely in the back of the neck. Roaring, he swung a meaty fist at his companion, a short man with a flask in one hand and a bugle in the other. The short man crumpled, felled by the blow. Shameena laughed as she saw the eunuch emerge from beneath the oak table and seize the bugle. Blowing a long note, he sprinted away from the sailors in the direction of the cockpit.

Her anger felt strong yet energizing. Why should she be the one to hide? Still smiling, Shameena lifted her chin and stepped out of the pavilion. She wasn’t going to hide any more. If Nicholas Winthrop saw her, so be it. She wasn’t afraid of him. Or the golden man, the man with the green eyes…

‘I’m not afraid of him either,’ whispered Shameena to herself. A tiny voice inside her told her she was lying. For the moment she chose to ignore it and plunged into the crowd.

Gold-foil-covered trays continued to emerge from the Wazir’s kitchens. Everywhere revellers stuffed themselves with zarda, biryani, roghni roti and parathas, and more exotic fare. Navratan pulao—the grains of rice coloured to resemble the nine precious gems; pistachio and almond khichri—the nuts expertly slivered to resemble rice and lentils. Shameena snatched a paratha from a platter and skirted the perimeter of a pool filled with golden fish. ‘Shameena,’ called Nadira. Shameena waved. Nadira was a vision in lilac silk, the pale fabric contrasting with her bold dark beauty. The youngest and the most beautiful girls of the zenana surrounded her: Shabana, Faiza, Anjali, Benazir, Yasmin. A bower of raat-ki-rani made a frame around them. Shameena paused to fix the sight in her mind.

‘Uh oh,’ said Nadira teasingly. ‘She’s going to run off to find her brushes now.’

Shameena grinned and Nadira noted the way the smile transfigured the usually reserved girl into a full-blossomed flower. It was a luminous smile, full of secrets.

Shameena was beautiful, realized Nadira, and a pang of jealousy made her scowl.

‘Shameena! Where have you been?’ asked Nadira. ‘Have you been hiding in the bushes? We’ve been looking for you. You can’t stand behind a pillar all night and hope no one notices you. This is a party.’

‘I can see that,’ said Shameena sourly.

‘Do you know what you should see?’ said Shabana. The girls swarmed around Shameena, dragging her with them in a giggling herd towards the gates of the main palace building. As they drew nearer to the gates, the music of the naubat bands, playing on high platforms draped in red cloth and tinsel, filled the night air.

‘There!’ pointed Shabana. ‘Oh, isn’t he too spectacular! Shameena, even you have to admit it.’

Shameena cried out. Mercifully, the music swallowed the sound. The green-eyed man was standing just inside the gate, speaking to a knot of soldiers. His smile flashed and his movements seemed relaxed. Even so, his roving eyes took in every detail of the scene around him.

A predator is always aware of his surroundings.

Shameena bit her lip. Before she could help herself, she took a few quick steps towards a marble Venus, preparing to duck behind the pedestal. At that very instant, the roving green eyes locked on hers and blazed right through her entire being. Within moments, he was upon her. Shameena found herself trapped between the man and the marble statue. He came even closer, towering over her. His shoulders were wider than she remembered. She fought the urge to touch the silver buckle that held the worn leather of his belt tight to his lean hips. She dragged her eyes away and found herself looking at his chest, where the white cotton of his English-style shirt revealed an arrowhead of golden skin. His skin looked smooth and as though it would feel hot to the touch. She suddenly realized she wasn’t breathing. Trembling, she raised her face and was nearly overcome. His lips were curved in a half-smile…knowing…amused. But his eyes were not amused. His eyes were emerald vortices; they seemed to pull something from deep inside her. Something she wasn’t ready to give. She steeled herself against him.

‘Perhaps you’ve lost your way?’ she said, her voice icy. ‘The British and their dogs are taking their mess by the baradari across the footbridge.’ He was unaffected by her tone. The lazy smile lingered on his lips.

‘How could I lose my way in a pleasure garden?’ he mocked. ‘Where every turn promises a new delight? An unexpected rapture?’ Boldly, he let his gaze drop to her breasts, pushed enticingly against their bodice. Shameena’s nipples hardened, almost hurting her. She drew in a ragged breath.

What was happening to her? She’d never felt so discomposed by a man. This was a strange, new feeling for her. Just his gaze was enough to make her knees turn to water. She no longer heard the music of the band, the laughter of the passersby. The only thing she was aware of was the penetrating green light in his eyes.

‘This garden is not for your pleasure,’ she managed.

‘Is it for your pleasure then?’ he countered, stepping even closer and bending towards her. His voice was low but gentle.

‘But you seem so unhappy, Shameena.’ His deep whisper was almost a purr now.

He’s toying with me, thought Shameena, wildly. Like a jungle cat with its prey between its paws. What kind of torture would this jungle cat inflict on its victim? She couldn’t turn away even as his face came closer, closer. She saw a flash of his white teeth, the crimson tip of his tongue as he smiled a full smile—a slow, savouring smile. She felt powerless to resist. He was going to kiss her in full view of everyone who passed! She took a deep breath, preparing to hurl another insult, but at that very moment his lips brushed hers. Her panic was swept away in the flood of sensation. Flames flickered through her body. She gasped. She felt his hot breath tickle her parted lips.

‘Asef! Asef!’ A man was shouting. Asef turned abruptly from Shameena, who had to steady herself on Venus’s cold shin. Men carrying two steel cages hurried through the gates. Inside the cages, thoroughbred English cocks beat their wings against the bars. Their beaks had been pared down to razor-sharp blades. Most cockfights lasted days, the cocks’ claws tied to delay the murderous end. However, as the men with the cages neared, Shameena could see that these cocks’ claws had been left untied. They had been sharpened to needle-fine points.

At the sight of those claws, Shameena knew the fight would be brief. And bloody.

‘Hold up,’ said Asef. He circled the cages, inspecting the beaks for blunting. A blunted beak—most often the result of a careless attendant letting the cocks peck their grain from the ground—could easily cost a cock his life in the pit. Asef insisted that the attendants hand-feed the prize cocks. He demanded that they treat the cocks with respect. The cocks’ grain was bountiful; their cages were kept clean. Even if the cocks existed only to kill or be killed, Asef saw to it that they lived well. They couldn’t help what they were. What the world had made them. He examined the cocks swiftly, expertly, secretly glad of the diversion.

Asef hadn’t meant to approach Shameena, but when he saw her, dressed in red silk, glaring at him from a crowd of simpering courtesans, their eyelids fluttering…she stood out like a flame and he was irresistibly pulled towards her.

He had always been drawn to fire.

Standing close to her, eyes roaming over the harmonious features, the thin eyebrows that arched over the enormous light-filled eyes, slightly tilted at the corners, the delicate nose with the golden ring glittering, the inviting curve of her lips, the rich tone of her skin, the flowing lines of her body, the fullness of her breasts swelling in their silken sheath, he knew beyond doubt that what raged in him was in danger of overflowing out of control. He had to stay away from her even if just for self-preservation.

‘Fine,’ he grunted, nodding at the cage-bearers. ‘Straight ahead.’

When he turned back around, he found himself regarding the pale statue of Venus; there was no sign of Shameena. She was gone.

It was better that way. He had enough to worry about tonight.

By the time the other girls caught up with Shameena, she was halfway across the garden.

‘What did he say to you?’ shrieked Shabana, grabbing Shameena’s arm, breathless with excitement.

‘Why did he want to talk to her?’ Benazir asked, looking around at the other girls. Benazir spoke without the slightest hint of malice. Her round face was rumpled by honest confusion and her brow puckered further as she tried to understand the situation.

Shameena was rude, wild, arrogant, utterly uninterested in men or in marriage. She had never exhibited the slightest feminine grace. Worse, she usually dressed in men’s wide-legged pyjamas and had daubs of paint on her chin! Could that gorgeous, impossibly muscular stranger who was known to be the personal bodyguard and confidante of the wealthiest Englishman in India actually be interested in Shameena?

Benazir tried to see Shameena with fresh eyes. What she saw—the effortlessly enticing figure clad in red and gold, the perfect symmetry of the delicate face—disturbed her. Shameena…a rival? Benazir stepped back. She and Yasmin exchanged perturbed glances.

‘He needed help finding the cockpit,’ said Shameena. ‘I told him to go to jahannum!’

‘You did not!’ breathed Shabana.

‘And why not?’ said Shameena. ‘What business does he have here? What business do any of them have?’

‘What business!’ sneered Nadira. ‘That’s right. Nobody has any business being anywhere in Lucknow but you, Shameena.’

Shameena wheeled around to stare at the furious beauty. Nadira’s features were twisted with bitterness.

‘We’ve all seen how you look at us, judge us,’ Nadira continued. ‘You wouldn’t dream of dancing, oh no. You’re too good for that. You scorn at everything we do! You say you hate the British. I think you’re holding out for the King of England!’

‘Nadira,’ began Shameena, shocked by the outburst, but the other girl cut her off.

‘You think the world will hold still for you,’ said Nadira. ‘That’s what you’re trying to do in your stupid paintings! Keeping everything perfect, everything in place? Your pictures are so pretty.’ Nadira almost spat out the word.

‘But remember, Shameena,’ Nadira’s lips were almost touching Shameena’s ear. Shameena inhaled the girl’s scent of cinnamon and sandalwood. ‘The world will not hold still for you,’ whispered Nadira. ‘Someday soon you’re going to find out that you don’t recognize anything. Not where you are. Not who you are. And you’re not going to know how to survive. I hope your precious pride helps you then.’

With that, she stalked away.

‘Where are you going?’ called Faiza.

‘To find a sugared quince,’ said Nadira. ‘Some sweet import to take the stale taste out of my mouth.’

‘Wait,’ called Shabana. The girls pushed past Shameena, scurrying after Nadira.

Stunned, Shameena walked slowly alongside the flowing water of the tiered pools, turning at last into a corridor of vines. She entered a tiny courtyard where a dastan goh was sitting on the lip of a fountain, recounting a Persian classic to a group of young boys. Once she would have sat cross-legged behind them, eager to hear the tales, to imagine a future filled with adventure.No more imagining.

‘What was the use of imagining any kind of future at all?’ thought Shameena.

She turned another corner and—ran directly into Nicholas Winthrop.

He was wearing an open-throated pink cotton shirt, fawn-coloured trousers, and tall brown boots. His blond hair was silvered by the moonlight and haloed his haughty, handsome features. She almost fell into his arms. Surprised, he gripped her to him before thrusting her back to examine her at arm’s length.

‘You seem to have caught a lady, Nicholas, lucky bloke,’ chortled a corpulent man in a powdered peruke. ‘I didn’t even see you cast!’

‘He’s a sly one, innit Charles?’ said another man around the pipe clenched in his teeth.

‘The Orientals love the fair hair,’ observed a third man. ‘It’s very exotic to them. Corn silk or what? Drives them wild, I’ve heard.’

‘I always hope my wig will have a similar effect, but alas!’ said the man called Charles. ‘They’re cunning creatures and quick to spot a fake. I say, Nicholas, she is lovely. Are you absolutely dedicated? I’d hate to step on any toes, but I might need to make an unseemly proposition.’ He leered at Shameena.

Shameena jerked free of Nicholas’ grasp. She glared at the circle of Company men who returned her glare with looks of inebriated good humour. Nicholas Winthrop crossed his arms and regarded her with satisfaction.

‘You were impatient to find me,’ he said. ‘I am flattered.’

‘You, sir, are a fool,’ replied Shameena, irritated. Asef stepped languidly into view and stood at Nicholas’s side. His eyes raked Shameena up and down.

‘Oh, I am fortune’s fool,’ Asef quoted softly. A storm moved behind his eyes. Shameena looked at him wonderingly. Shakespeare! This man was full of surprises! How had he come by his education? Wasn’t he a cur, a mercenary?

She tried to imagine him writing in flowing Persian, opening a book of English verse. She imagined him running his fingers down her spine, in a moonlit bower, reciting a ghazal…Ridiculous! It just couldn’t be. He was an enemy of art, of poetry, of culture, of everything she held precious.

Asef seemed to read her thoughts and twisted his lips derisively.

‘Shall we escort you to the cockfight?’ said Nicholas to Shameena, interrupting her reverie. ‘It’s scarcely advisable, wandering the loneliest passages of the garden.’ He put his hand on Shameena’s elbow and steered her forward. She had no choice. She walked with the men in stony silence. Nicholas’s hand was cold, waxy, on her bare skin.

A roar came from the cockpit. Illuminated balloons had just been released into the air. They floated up and up, higher than the fireworks, bright globes bobbing in the sky.

‘Ye gads,’ cursed one of the Company men. The men stopped. Just ahead, their path was blocked.

By a tiger, tied to a tamarind tree.

Shameena shuddered. Her dream flooded back to her. The great beast moving silently…swiftly…the long moment of anticipation…her life suspended between breaths, between heartbeats…then the thud of its paws against her chest. She realized she had backed up unwittingly, twisting her body away from the tiger, pressing herself against Asef’s rock-hard chest. She leapt back as though scalded. Nicholas was frowning, staring at the tiger, hand on his pistol. He cleared his throat.

‘Gentlemen,’ said Nicholas dryly. ‘It seems as though this path requires a toll that I’m not prepared to pay.’

‘A pound of flesh, or what?’ came a mutter.

‘Luckily we can proceed to the cockpit by an alternate route,’ said Nicholas. ‘A route free of such…taxes.’

‘Should I shoot it?’ asked a soldier eagerly, edging forward. His upper lip twitched beneath his sparse moustache. Nicholas lowered the barrel of the soldier’s rifle with his palm.

‘We can’t go about slaughtering the Wazir’s pets,’ he scolded. ‘Not out of the pit, at any rate. The loss of his fighting cocks will be enough for the poor man. Leave him his cat.’

‘Quite right, Nicky,’ belched the man with the pipe.

‘How do you know your cocks are going to win?’ exclaimed Shameena. ‘I saw your flea-bitten chickens! The Wazir’s cocks are fattened on saffron and musk! They train by fighting porcupines and foxes! They will rip your chickens to shreds! Your arrogance…’ she trailed off, sputtering. The Company men were laughing.

‘Fiery, innit?’

‘Wonderful, wonderful.’

Nicholas drank in the applause as though it was meant for him.

‘What would you be willing to wager on the outcome?’ asked Nicholas smoothly.

‘What?’ asked Shameena, confused.

‘Let’s say my cocks win—’

‘They won’t,’ interrupted Shameena.

‘Then your painting belongs to me,’ continued Nicholas. ‘And if the Wazir’s cocks win—’

‘You’ll shove off on the next ship to London,’ said Shameena.

‘I’ll let you keep your painting,’ finished Nicholas.

‘That’s not a wager,’ said Shameena.

‘She’s right, Nicky, not much plum pudding in it for her, innit?’ said the man with the pipe.

‘It’s her best alternative,’ said Nicholas to the man, reasonably. ‘Although she doesn’t seem like the most logical woman. Too tempestuous.’

Shameena blood was boiling. Her gaze flew from man to man. Their faces were shiny and red with mirth. Nicholas’s face remained pale and fixed, although a glimmer of triumph shone in his eyes. Asef watched her expressionless.

‘We’re agreed then,’ said Nicholas. ‘Shall we?’ and he offered his arm, inclining his head towards the cockpit.

‘I think I will continue my walk alone,’ said Shameena.

‘The options are limited,’ said Nicholas. ‘In case you’ve forgotten…’ He gestured towards the tiger. ‘It seems you’re coming with us to the cockpit. You don’t have a choice.’

Shameena looked at the tiger standing motionless between the trees. She breathed in deeply and then breathed out. She met Nicholas’ eyes.

‘But I do have a choice,’ she said.

With that she walked forward, feeling her heart striking her ribs with every step. But she kept on walking, never pausing or looking back. She approached the tiger slowly, steadily.

As she neared, the great cat blinked his long-lashed eyes and opened its jaws. Was he about to pounce on her? He gave a soundless roar, shaking his huge head back and forth. Shameena felt her knees wobble. The tiger blinked slowly and opened his jaws again. Shameena stared at the velvet muzzle, the sleepy eyes. The tiger was yawning! Circling once, he stretched his body, dropping lazily to the ground. It seemed as though he were kneeling down to her. If Shameena leaned over only slightly, she could have stroked his tawny back, but she kept on walking. The tiger turned his head to watch her pass.

The men were gaping with astonishment. Asef’s eyes glittered. He knew that Shameena had been deeply frightened of the tiger. He remembered the feel of her body as she involuntarily pressed against him. Shameena was not only hot-tempered and reckless, he realized, but courageous as well. She wasn’t too foolish to feel fear, but she was too stubborn, too beautifully brave, to let it stop her. He tried to deny his admiration. It was no use. The girl was incredible.

Meanwhile, the other men jostled each other, exchanging lewd speculations. Finally, Charles grasped Nicholas’ elbow. Nicholas didn’t turn.

‘Who is she, Nicholas?’ he breathed. ‘I’ve never seen anything like her.’

Nicholas’s eyes were fixed on Shameena’s slim, straight figure.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I have been waiting for her for quite some time.’

The men began walking towards the cockpit, but many of them still craned their necks to watch as the girl—now only a distant flutter of crimson—disappeared down the gentle slope that led to the Gomti.
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‘Where are your magnificent English fighting cocks, Nicholas?’ called Alfred Hutchinson as Nicholas’s small party approached the Wazir’s marquee. Hutchinson looked peculiarly tense. He lowered his voice.

‘I have quite a bit riding on them,’ he said to Nicholas.

‘Don’t worry, they won’t disappoint you, Hutchinson,’ said Nicholas. Asef examined the Resident closely. Was Hutchinson nervous about the money he’d doubtlessly staked on the upcoming fight? Or was there another explanation for the sweat beading his forehead?

Hutchinson jumped at a guttural scream. Two new cocks had been released into the pit. The moon was high overhead.

Asef masked his impatience. How much longer before he could manage to slip away? Word had come earlier in the day. A message delivered shortly after Nicholas had ridden off to the Residency on his stallion. The message contained only a time and a place. But Asef understood. A spy awaited him on the banks of the Gomti.

Asef had no doubt that the spy was a Company man. The resistance depended on informants from within the Residency. The identity of those informants was a secret to everyone but the chiefs who directed the attacks from their base high up in the Kumaon hills. Asef wondered if Hutchinson was involved. Most Englishmen in India cared more about lining their own pockets than protecting the interests of the Company. They could be easily bought. They were men without honour.

Hutchinson avoided looking at Asef.

The cries of the crowd indicated that the Wazir’s cock had drawn first blood. From his great height, Asef could see into the pit. The trainer of the injured cock was crouching, dripping water onto the cock’s wound. He held the cock firmly and sucked the wound with his mouth.

‘It won’t do any good,’ said Asef. ‘The beak is broken.’

‘Yes, the Wazir’s cocks are fighting wonderfully tonight,’ said a silky voice. It was Agha Mir. He bowed to Nicholas and smiled. Asef searched for resemblance between this plump, shifty-eyed man and the slender, fiercely beautiful young woman. He intercepted Nicholas’s gaze and realized that Nicholas was searching for the same thing. The ghost of a smile appeared on Nicholas’s lips. Asef looked away.

‘I’d like to speak with the Wazir,’ said Nicholas. ‘Perhaps before our cocks meet in the pit.’

‘There’s plenty of time. I don’t imagine your birds will fight before midnight,’ smiled Agha Mir. ‘The Wazir is fighting many of his cocks tonight. I came here to invite you to take a seat of honour under the Wazir’s marquee.’

Asef noticed that Hutchinson’s face turned a mottled red at Agha Mir’s invitation. A few other young Englishmen had gathered around the Resident and they all wore the same expression, clearly outraged at the sign of the special favour bestowed upon Nicholas. Asef saw Randolph Jones among them. The clerk noticed Asef and paled dramatically.

‘Did you gentlemen enjoy my brandies and hare pie?’ inquired Nicholas. ‘I decided to supply the party with good English fare, even if it cost me my last bolt of Mongolian silk.’ Asef listened to this strange statement with dawning understanding. So that’s why Nicholas had arranged for the servants to deliver a small fortune’s worth of imported delicacies! He’d been slighted at the Residency and was retaliating with an ostentatious display of wealth.

Pride. Nicholas Winthrop was a slave to his pride.

When Asef was still a half-grown adolescent, Nicholas had begun to train him in hand-to-hand combat. They would spar in the inner courtyard of the Calcutta townhouse until they were both streaming sweat and near collapse. Finally, Nicholas would set his jaw and fight in earnest, landing blow after blow. Asef would stagger, ears ringing, arms raised to protect his face. He would weather the flurry of blows as best he could, unable to parry the attack. Until one day Asef swung his fist and knocked Nicholas to the flagstones.

Asef remembered standing over Nicholas. He’d felt giddy. He’d wanted to step on Nicholas’s throat. Instead, he offered him his hand. Nicholas had ignored the hand, kicking out and sweeping Asef behind the knees. Asef fell heavily to the ground. He saw Nicholas’s boots come towards him and doubled up to protect his abdomen from the kick. The boots stopped, then turned. Nicholas stalked away. That was the last time they trained together. The servant who had witnessed Nicholas’s fall was dismissed that very evening. The servant was lucky he’d only been dismissed. Nicholas was capable of anything.

Hutchinson was trying to placate him.

‘Nicholas, I hold you in the utmost respect,’ he said. ‘Your skills as a trader are legendary from Cape Horn to the Cape of Good Hope. Your name is well known throughout the British Empire. I beg you not to let Bentley speak for the Residency. The man’s a fool and a drunkard.’

‘The incident is already forgotten,’ said Nicholas. Hutchinson seemed relieved.

You’re a fool, thought Asef, regarding Hutchinson impassively. Nicholas Winthrop doesn’t forget anything. To Nicholas he said: ‘I’ll go and check on the cocks.’

‘Yes, Asef,’ said Nicholas, already walking towards the Wazir’s marquee. ‘Make sure they’re angry. I fear the pleasantness of the evening may have soothed their evil tempers.’

The young men from the Residency nearly climbed over each other in their rush to get out of Asef’s way. Striding past, Asef winked at Randolph Jones, who let out a frightened squeak. Asef walked towards the cages at the far end of the pit then doubled back. He moved swiftly through the trees and down to the river.

The Gomti glittered in the moonlight. Asef stood in the shadows and gazed across the water at the English side of the river. The British Cantonment was built on the north bank on the Gomti, almost directly across from the Wazir’s palace-complex. British troops had maintained a presence in Lucknow for years. Ever since the Wazir had sought British help with the invasion of Rohilkhand.

Stationed in Lucknow, the British soldiers could monitor the northern borders of the Company territory. The Wazir bore the financial burden, housing the men and keeping up the grounds. Asef had heard that this arrangement produced bitterness between the courtiers and the soldiers. It was this precise bitterness that he wanted to turn to his advantage.

The low huts and artillery sheds of the Cantonment made ominous dark shapes; no lights burned in the windows. The soldiers had crossed the river in barges to attend the festivities. The only sounds were the distant intermittent pops of fireworks and the gentle susurration of the water. Just then, Asef heard an odd whistling. It seemed to come from a man breathing heavily, snuffling for air through damaged nasal ways. Asef clasped his daggers in his hands.

‘Don’t turn around,’ said the man, his speech thick, slurred. ‘I’ve brought copies of the correspondence passed between Brooke and Winthrop. Your men in the hills should be alarmed, I’d think. It seems that the Company is feeling less and less tolerant of their behaviour.’

Asef sheathed his daggers. Folded papers were thrust towards him and he took them, tucking them into his boot.

‘Those are priceless documents,’ slurred the man. ‘Military intelligence. Not the usual information on when to intercept the shawl-wool shipments from Rampur. I should be paid well for those papers.’

Asef felt a strong desire to snap the man’s neck and push his body into the Gomti. He would be doing a service to humanity. The man was undoubtedly drunk, foul smelling, greedy, stupid, and utterly without honour. Asef didn’t like the fact that the resistance depended on men like these to act as their eyes and ears within the Company. But it was the only way out.

Despite the close relationships and the system of curried favours that existed between the British and the natives in this part of the world, an undercurrent of deep distrust flowed beneath even the most congenial interaction. A native would never be allowed access to the Company’s secrets.

Asef was Nicholas’s right-hand man, his personal bodyguard, his adopted son. They were always together. Nicholas and his shadow. The inexplicable intimacy of their bond had raised several eyebrows. But Asef was not privy to Nicholas’s dealings. It was hatred, not love, that bound them together.

Nicholas held the answer to a terrible secret: the secret that ruled Asef’s life. If Asef killed Nicholas he would kill his only hope. He vividly remembered Nicholas’s taunts: Are you prepared to destroy yourself? To destroy her? Your fate is bound with mine. I am the master of your destiny.

Asef knew that Nicholas didn’t feel altogether secure about himself. He suspected that his mastery of Asef’s destiny was incomplete; although he could keep Asef bound to him, he couldn’t trust him. He couldn’t prevent Asef from betraying him or aiding the resistance.

Asef felt the caress of a breeze cooled by the river and tried to relax his taut muscles. Snapping this lout’s neck now wouldn’t help the resistance. They might need him for further reconnaissance. Asef kept his voice neutral as he responded to the drunken spy: ‘I’m sure when my contacts review the documents they will reward you accordingly.’

In the shadows, neither man could see the other. But Asef could gauge the spy’s displeasure by the intensified breathing.

‘I should shoot you,’ slurred the man. ‘Teach you bastards how to show respect for a White man in the King’s service.’

‘I won’t do a very good job delivering these papers dead, now will I?’ said Asef softly. ‘Your payment would be indefinitely delayed. I should think that would be a disagreeable outcome.’

‘Well, you’re smart, aren’t you?’ There was a crash and Asef knew that the man had tripped over a fallen branch.

‘Go back to where you came from,’ said Asef. ‘You’ll be contacted.’ He waited until the man’s crashing footfalls had faded completely, then stepped out again into the moonlight.

The night was beautiful, warm and serene. Asef walked slowly, absorbing peace from the river. Who would imagine that such turmoil lay beneath its surface? It all seemed suddenly far, far away.

Suddenly a figure came into view on the bank before him, a slender figure emerging from the banyan trees.

Shameena…

Asef felt his throat go dry. He knew that he should fade back into the fronds along the bank before she noticed him. He couldn’t risk being alone with her. She affected him too powerfully. Earlier in the evening, he’d kissed her by the gates, in full view of a thousand partygoers. Clearly, he needed to avoid her at all costs.

No one could see them. They were alone on the riverbank. Nothing would prevent him from seizing her, pulling her towards him, sliding his fingertips along the edge of her ungia, where the red silk kissed the creamy almond skin of her breasts; from tugging the silk from her body, baring her tempting curves to the moonlight.

He imagined pressing her against the thick bark of the banyan tree. Her eyes would flash at him defiantly, daring him to kiss her, to claim her. He half-turned his body, willing himself to climb the slope before it was too late. He should return to the cockpit. What if the fight started and Nicholas noticed he wasn’t there? He had to go back. But despite himself, he willed her to look at him. She was standing at the edge of the river, staring into its dark waters. He could see the moon-silvered curve of her nose and chin as she bowed her head.

He wondered if she came to this spot often, if she wandered in the night, slipping in and out of the shadows, guided by her restless heart. Just as he did…

They were alike. Twin souls. He’d known it from the first moment her eyes met his.

It wasn’t only her beauty that attracted him. There was more that propelled him towards her, something he couldn’t yet explain or put his finger on right now. The way she held herself slightly apart from the people around her; the way she moved, graceful as a deer in the forest, every sense attuned to her surroundings; the way the lines of her body seemed to flow; the way her eyes shone with an inviolable light. She was meant to be free. She couldn’t live caged by social conventions, the dictates of the court, or the inadequacy of the role she was destined to play. He recognized her wild nature. He recognized her peril. He wanted to tell her that she needed to protect herself, that some men would find her unbroken spirit a challenge and hunt her down.

He couldn’t resist any longer. He moved towards her, stalking silently along the riverbank. Only when he was less than an arm’s length away from her did he stop. He drank her in: this girl in the moonlight. He felt as though he’d been waiting for exactly this moment, this woman, all his life.

Shameena saw a darkness cross the silver ripples of the Gomti. Was it the clouds blocking the moonlight or… She looked up and gasped. The golden man, Asef, had stepped out of the night. He had invaded even her most private retreat, the only place she had left: her sanctuary by the river. He stood beside her; she felt his masculine scent tantalizing her senses, his musk of pepper and cloves. Her body tingled with excitement.

How had he sneaked up to her? She was usually sensitive to every sound, every subtle shift in the environment. Sometimes she even thought she heard the roses opening or felt the moonlight touch her skin. She was a part of the river, the garden, the night. How had he appeared from nowhere? The answer came to her, but she tried to push it away.

He was also a part of the river, the garden, the night.

Impossible! He was an agent of the Company, a mercenary. He wouldn’t understand how the grass could kiss the soles of your feet or what it meant to feel connected to the blossoms filling with the dew. He only knew how to destroy. Her surprise turned to rage.

‘What are you doing here?’ she demanded. She meant for her voice to sound harsh, not lilting, like she was asking a question she wanted answered immediately, but it just came out just the opposite.

‘I could ask you the same thing,’ he said. His bold green eyes lingered on her lips. A warm breeze came from the palace gardens carrying the scent of jasmine. The jasmine mingled with Asef’s spicier scent now seemed to overwhelm her. His thick black hair had been ruffled by the wind and she was tempted to reach up and thread her fingers through the wild locks. The rugged planes of his face held a savage beauty that made her heart pound erratically.

What was happening to her? She felt dizzy. She couldn’t let him know how her body betrayed her. She pulled the semi-transparent folds of her dupatta over her shoulders, layering the tops of her breasts with the red gauze to protect her modesty.

‘I was just leaving,’ she said. She tried to brush past him but he didn’t budge. They stood just inches apart. She could see a muscle knotted in his jaw.

‘Move,’ she whispered, furious at her breathlessness. Why did it sound as though she were pleading with him? Slowly, he raised his arms and wrapped them around her, trapping her in his embrace. Her heart skipped a beat, she couldn’t breathe. His hands gently stroked her back, tracing her spine. His arms tightened and he pulled her against him, crushing her breasts against the hard muscles of his stomach. The sensation travelled down the whole length of her body. A heavy sweetness gathered between her legs and her body throbbed, ached, for him as she realized she was leaning into him. The taste of his lips on hers just a while back was still fresh in her mind and made her blush. She felt his thighs pressing against her, and something else, a hard bulge, the meaning of which she understood at the deepest level of her being. He wanted her. She thrilled with a joy she had never known before. The friction of his body on hers made her skin burn. Her arms had risen of their own accord to twine around his neck. She lifted her face to meet his and closed her eyes…

The wind came again and she heard the creaking of the banyan trees. Suddenly, she realized what she was doing.

‘Let go of me!’ she gasped, and twisted in his arms, pushing against him, her palms striking the hard flat of his chest. He let her go instantly and she staggered back. They regarded each other in the moonlight. She was breathing raggedly, trying her best to regain her composure. He looked infuriatingly calm, arms folded across his chest.

‘Forgive me,’ he said. ‘It’s just that I assumed you were here to meet someone. As he doesn’t seem to have arrived, I thought I would oblige…’ Asef saw Shameena’s eyes widen as she grasped the meaning of his words. Did he think she was available to everyone? She felt utterly ashamed of losing control over her senses, instantly regretting what had just transpired between them.

Just as he said it, Asef wanted to take back his words. But it was better this way. Let her think he doubted her virtue, that he saw her as nothing more than a plaything. It was safer than letting her know the truth: that she was the most fascinating woman he had ever met; that he thought of her constantly; that he had lost sleep trying to decide if her black eyes reminded him more of moonlit pools or of thunderstorms filled with lightning.

Shameena was sputtering with fury. How dare he insinuate that she had come to the river to meet a lover? How dare he act as though he knew anything about her?

‘I’m not here to meet anyone!’ she said. ‘I’m here to get away from all of you! I’m here to be alone, so I don’t have to…’ She noticed a strange twinkle in his eyes and trailed off.

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘You want to be alone.’ With a quick gesture, he clasped her once again to his chest. He stared down into her upturned face.

‘That’s why I can feel your heart pounding wildly.’ He stroked her cheek with a calloused knuckle and her lips parted instinctively.

‘That’s why I feel your body clinging to mine. That’s why your lips…’

He dipped his head and again captured her lips. Shameena shuddered, drawing back, but his hand slid up her neck, twisted in her hair, held her tight, until the resistance in her body gave way and she melted against him, opening her mouth to fully receive his kiss. His tongue played across her lips, teasing her, and she moaned against his mouth. His mouth was hot, devouring her completely. She could feel her blood coursing through her veins. She couldn’t think. She could only feel. She moved her hands up his chest, over the impossible wideness of his shoulders. Everything about him was large, hard…Everything about him demanded surrender.

Asef felt himself losing control. She tasted like nectar. The little cries she uttered as he explored her lips, as he ran his hands down her back, made him burn with desire. He brushed against her with the heat of his arousal and he felt her press into him, writhing with sinuous abandon. He hadn’t imagined that his response would be so strong; that she would fit so perfectly against him; that her curves would drive him to the brink of madness.

The blood surged to manhood and he slid his hands down to her buttocks, lifted them, holding her against him. Her soft moans of pleasure made him wilder. He kissed her throat, her clavicles. Carrying her, he walked into the banyan trees. He lowered her body to the grass. The shock of his weight thrilled her, almost terrifying her. She opened her eyes and Asef saw the passion in their depths. And the fear.

She was innocent. She didn’t understand the pleasure that he was capable of giving her. She didn’t understand that her body was made for pleasure: the softness of her lips, the fullness of her breasts. He could see her nipples straining against their silk sheath and kissed them through the silk. Her fingers twisted his hair. She was trying to pull his head away. She was trying to save herself.

‘No,’ she begged him. ‘No, please. No.’

He rolled away from her and sat up. She sat up too, her hair streaming across her shoulders, her lips swollen, her eyes still languid with the desire he’d ignited. He watched as outrage took over. Those eyes narrowed. The lips compressed. She looked horrified, scrambling to her feet. She hid her face in her hands. She took a few steps into the trees, and he reached out and caught her hand.

‘Where are you going?’ he taunted. ‘To find a place where you can be even more alone?’ She jerked her hand away and began to run. She felt dizzy. Half-sobs tore themselves from her throat. She’d never felt so helpless. She’d never dreamed a man could exert this force over her. He had made every inch of her body come alive. She was like a flower, unable to keep herself from turning to the sun, the ravaging sun. She ran faster and faster, not looking back, until she reached the orange trees in the orchard. Then she looked behind her to see if he was following. She saw nothing, just the dark trees, their leaves shining in the moonlight, and the small moons of the oranges.

Asef reached the cockpit just in time to see Nicholas’s prize cock slash viciously at another cock, sleeker but slower. The cock toppled, blood spurting from its neck.

Asef could hear Nicholas shouting: ‘Bravo, my boy, bravo!’

Nicholas grinned at Asef, handing his triumphant cock to an attendant. He mopped his brow with a white handkerchief.

‘I seem to have bested the Wazir,’ he said. ‘And won a lovely miniature in the process.’

Asef could tell from Nicholas’s voice that he’d been drinking. A boastful note had entered his typically icy tone.

‘But that’s not the evening’s crowning triumph.’

Asef saw Agha Mir smiling just behind Nicholas. Suddenly, Asef knew, knew beyond a doubt.

‘Agha Mir has given me his blessing. I will soon be joined in the townhouse by my own wife,’ said Nicholas. ‘The ultimate measure for a man’s worth in Lucknow. What will they think of this poor Mongolian silk vendor when they see her?’

Asef felt rooted to the spot. Agha Mir didn’t meet his eyes. Nicholas was searching the crowds for a streak of crimson. Asef spotted Shameena in the distance, emerging from the trees. So did Nicholas.

‘So she’s off playing with the tigers in the orange trees?’ he laughed. ‘Well, I must remember to provide her with equally wild entertainments. Asef, see that the cocks are fed.’

He didn’t look back to see if Asef had responded.

The night had taken a splendid turn for Nicholas. The Wazir had expressed effusive admiration for his collections of artefacts and had readily agreed to give him as many trackers and huntsman as he wanted, to explore the northern territories. No questions asked. His cocks had performed remarkably well, dispensing with the Wazir’s birds with a facility that did him credit.

And then there was the girl…

He strode towards her on the garden path, shoving against the people who were streaming to the cockpit to confirm the shocking outcome. She didn’t see him until he was right in front of her.

‘You’ve lost the wager,’ said Nicholas, and the girl raised her lovely face. She looked dazed, uncomprehending.

‘But you won’t lose the painting,’ he said. ‘I will hang it in our wedding chamber. When you awaken at my side, it will be the first thing you see every morning.’


CHAPTER FIVE

SHAMEENA’S WORLD WENT BLACK, like burnt charcoal. She could not believe how in an instant her world had turned upside down. Her blood froze in her veins. For even as the breath left her body, as her legs threatened to buckle, as she shook her head frantically, and her eyes squeezed shut, she could still see the cold light of Nicholas Winthrop’s triumphant gaze. She shivered as though engulfed in frigid waters. Just moments ago her body had been engulfed in flames. But now she had turned to ice. Every heartbeat threatened to shatter her body into a thousand crystals.

Nicholas stared down at her beautiful face, let out a strangled groan, and embraced her, crushing her lips with a brutalizing kiss. Shameena struggled, pushing back against his arms and they tightened—vise-like—around her. His mouth demanded her submission. The cold knot in her chest opened, sending cold waves coursing through her entire body.

She was being thoroughly kissed for the second time in her life, for the second time in one night.

Ignoring her resistance, Nicholas deepened the kiss, forcing her lips to part. Her spine was stiff, unyielding, and he felt small, swift movements against his leg. Was she was trying to knee him in the groin? He laughed and released her suddenly. She reeled away from him, her enormous eyes shimmering with unshed tears. Her full breasts heaved against the red silk and her skin was flawlessly smooth, warm, like honeyed almond. She was glorious. She was his.

Nicholas laughed again. Every ingredient of this girl’s being was rare, fine, enticing. She was perfect. No one could deny it. She was exactly what he desired in a wife. He imagined the look on John Bentley’s face on seeing Shameena at his side. He imagined the outrage and envy that would sweep through the Residency. The rumours that would reach Calcutta and reverberate from…what had Hutchinson said? From Cape Horn to the Cape of Good Hope. Nicholas Winthrop’s latest acquisition…his unparalleled treasure. He grabbed Shameena roughly by the shoulders, inspecting her eyes, nose, lips. He sought imperfection, like a jeweller suddenly suspicious of a gem too precious to be real.

God, she was beautiful.

Her eyes were magnificent, smouldering, throwing off sparks of pure fury. Suddenly, her eyes transported him back in time, conjured another pair of eyes… equally furious, equally beautiful.

The British brigade had crossed the Gurra near Shawbad that April. Shortly after, the Rohilla leader, Hafiz Rahmat Khan, had been killed in battle, and terror had spread north through Rohilkhand. The British pressed on, plundering. He was young. He barely knew what to do with his spoils. That night, he had spent an hour wiping the lather from his horse, painstakingly cleaning the stones from the hooves, now cracked from many miles of hard travel over uneven terrain. Then he stood outside the tent, tying and retying the laces of his boots, stalling. Just then he thought he heard derisive laughter from a pair of passing officers. Angrily, he pushed through the flap of the tent. The candle guttered. The woman was crouched like a leopard in the corner of the tent. She still wore adornments of heavy, masterfully worked gold. Her amber eyes burned him, taunted him. She fought him like a warrior queen. She clawed the walls of the tent. Her lithe body was muscular, taut. It was all he could do to keep her from ripping out his tongue. He fell backwards out of the tent, to jeers.

Nicholas shook his head furiously. He didn’t want to remember this, any of it. The woman’s ravishing beauty, her damnable pride, her terrible sacrifice. Even after all these years, it tormented him: her escape, her blood-soaked triumph.

Nicholas heard Shameena cry out. He noticed that his hands were grinding her delicate shoulders. He’d been lost in the horrors of his recollections and hadn’t realized what he was doing. Pulling her against his chest with one arm, he pressed his thumb against her temple, stroked the smooth line of her jaw down to the pert chin. He touched the unbelievable fullness of her lower lip.

‘You are exquisite,’ whispered Nicholas. His lips tickled her ear. ‘Now imagine,’ he whispered, ‘writhing beneath sweaty Charles Abercrombie on damp sheets stained with tobacco and wig powder, rubbing his swollen feet to soothe him after a flare-up of the gout.’ He took her earlobe between his teeth and heard her gasp. He held her head still and now whispered more urgently.

‘Then imagine being locked in the dark, airless attic of his townhouse for three months of the year when the missus and little lords come on holiday from London. He would remember to feed you, certainly; might even grace you with his…company…from time to time; break the monotony of your darkened life with his tender, but all too brief ministrations. Perhaps leave you with a pair of zirconium earrings. Shameena,’ he gripped her tighter as she started to struggle.

‘Do you really think your father is going to let you grow old like a wild creature in the Wazir’s park? My dear, he is going to sell you to the highest bidder.’ He kissed her throat.

‘Consider your options, pet. Temper your defiance with a little intelligence.’ He loosened his hold. He noticed that she sagged against him for a long moment before drawing back. Her thick lashes held back the silver tears and so preserved her pride. She did not weep. Nicholas lit a cigarette. Shameena watched him exhale, the blue smoke pluming from the brutal mouth that had claimed hers just moments before. He was undeniably handsome, with his well-proportioned body and chiselled features. She pictured with dawning horror the fat man in the white wig, his red, wet-looking face and pink hands. Nicholas seemed to hear her thoughts. The corner of his mouth turned up in a wry smile.

‘You’ll thank me for this one day, my angel,’ he predicted. He lowered his voice. ‘You are intelligent, Shameena. I know your worth. And I know how to preserve—to protect—my…possessions.’

Shameena’s gaze dropped as she walked past him towards the cockpit. She half-expected him to seize her, to drag her again against his hard chest. Her hands were clenched in fists and her heart was pounding hard. She heard him step back to give her more room to pass. She didn’t want to humiliate herself by running. She counted her steps as she walked slowly along the path, slowly, very slowly. Only when a cluster of palace stable hands, reeking of English gin, staggered around her, obscuring her from Nicholas Winthrop’s sight, did she break into a frantic dash. She had to find her father!

It wasn’t difficult. Agha Mir was lying beneath the Wazir’s marquee on a bolster of gold brocade. He had let his head drop into his hands, in the attitude of a man despairing, or extremely drunk. Two other men were snoring beside him.

‘Baba,’ cried Shameena, falling to her knees beside him. He looked up at her blearily and winced.

‘Always screaming, Shameena,’ he murmured. ‘Why must you always scream so? You never learned the gentle ways that are becoming to women. If Allah hadn’t given you a beguiling figure, I don’t know what I’d do. Say what you must quietly and say it less frequently than you think necessary. That is good advice, my child. Why didn’t I give you this advice earlier?’ He shook his head and winced again.

‘I was too stricken by grief,’ he answered himself. ‘Too stricken by grief at losing your mother, yes, and then too busy working. Working day and night to support my parents, and my brothers who never came to anything good, and you, my child. Working, scrimping, drinking coffee without sugar is no life. No life at all.’ He sighed and took a swig of brandy.

Shameena seized the pocket watch with the heavy gold fob that glinted dully next to an overturned hookah.

‘Baba,’ she said steadily. ‘Who gave you this watch? What else did he give you?’ Her voice rose. ‘What did you give him in return?’

Agha Mir sat up laboriously. With a surprisingly quick motion, he jerked the watch from her hand. Groaning dramatically, he fell back against the bolster, letting the watch dangle in front of his face.

‘It’s a very nice watch,’ he said. ‘Cox & Co., of London. Very nice.’ He let the hand holding the watch drop and looked at Shameena for the first time.

‘If you can just contain your outbursts, you’ll live like a princess with Nicholas Winthrop,’ he said. ‘I’m warning you, Shameena, no man keeps a woman who sours his morning tea with her expression. I won’t be able to take you back, disgraced, not if you spoil this.’

‘No, Baba,’ whispered Shameena, falling to her knees beside her father. Agha Mir gave her an exasperated look mixed with confusion, hope, and anger. He shook his head.

‘Truly I can not understand you,’ he said earnestly. ‘Nicholas Winthrop is the richest Nawab in Bengal. He will bring you unparalleled wealth and status.’

‘He will bring you wealth and status,’ said Shameena bitterly.

‘What daughter doesn’t want her marriage to bring honour to her father?’ wondered her father.

‘I don’t want to marry him,’ cried Shameena. ‘I want…’ She stopped, not knowing how to finish the sentence. Her father slammed his fist on the bolster.

‘You are an ungrateful, silly girl. What are you saying? Can’t you remember my advice, even for a moment? Don’t speak. Every woman wants to marry. You are unmanageable! I feared that I would be forced to give you as a third wife to some deaf merchant. Nicholas Winthrop—’ her father smiled at her as though begging her to share his enthusiasm. ‘Nicholas Winthrop! It’s remarkable! It can only be destiny. Shameena, my daughter, you cannot fight qismat. You must do what is chosen for you. There is no use fighting it.’

‘Qismat!’ whispered Shameena. ‘I can change my fate! I can change it!’

‘I have told you not to speak!’ her father struggled off the bolster, raising his hand as though to strike her. Shameena drew back, but did not drop her gaze. Her eyes held all the anguish of her soul as her father remained still, hand upraised.

‘I have indulged you for years,’ he said. ‘I cannot indulge you any longer. You have responsibilities as a daughter…as a wife.’

‘I can be your daughter without being his wife,’ countered Shameena.

‘No,’ said her father. ‘You cannot.’ His affable face, usually merry and irresolute, was set in stone. Shameena turned towards the cockpit. She saw palace attendants kicking sand over clumps of blood and feathers and children searching the perimeter for rupees dropped while the avid spectators had jostled for a piece of the action. The men that Shameena had seen entering the palace-complex with Asef were sitting by the cages, offering water to the fight’s tired victors. Shameena looked back at her father. His face had not changed. She looked like Sala, realized Agha Mir. She looked like her heart was breaking.

The tenderness that throbbed within him suddenly threatened his purpose. But what good would it do if he granted her wish and refused Nicholas Winthrop’s proposal? He would only be delaying the inevitable. And moreover denying himself a god-sent opportunity. Shameena had to surrender her impossible dreams. She was a stubborn, strong-willed girl, too bullheaded to comprehend her fabulous good fortune. She would understand in time, thought Agha Mir. He stole a fleeting glance at his watch. Lovely, he thought, lovely.

Shameena bowed to her father, lowering her head in respect. Then she turned and walked away into the night.

Asef saw Shameena walking away from the Wazir’s marquee. He wanted to follow her. But just then, he heard footsteps behind him. He couldn’t mistake the stride. He had spent years matching his own pace to those footfalls. They were sure, measured, a military stride. Asef spun around. Nicholas had to tilt his head up slightly to meet his gaze.

Sometimes Nicholas was surprised at Asef’s stature. In his mind’s eye, Asef was still a boy of ten, still the boy he had met that first day, stick thin, streaked with sand and blood, hurling himself into the thick of the British brigade, dodging, shrieking, stabbing madly between the striking hooves, ready to fight them all: a perfect demon with those eyes of green fire. Nicholas could sense the hatred in the grown man who stood silently in front of him. The hatred had never gone away. But Nicholas didn’t want it to go away. In fact, he needed it. That hatred fed him, fed his hunger for revenge. The young man smouldered at him with dark menace. Nicholas remembered the Wazir’s tiger in the path, that barely restrained ferocity.

‘It’s dangerous to keep a wild animal,’ thought Nicholas. He exhaled blue smoke into Asef’s face but Asef didn’t blink, nor did his green eyes water. His proud features were briefly outlined in blue, like his face was cast in ice. Nicholas felt a strange pride. He clapped Asef again on the shoulder.

‘The fun has just begun. Agha Mir has promised me his daughter,’ he said. Even after all his years of self-discipline, Asef could barely keep himself from grabbing Nicholas by the throat. His jaw worked.

Shameena in Nicholas’s bed. Red silk ripped away, exposing her breasts, the curve of her belly…to Nicholas. It couldn’t be. It had to be.

Asef followed Nicholas to the Wazir’s marquee. Agha Mir looked up at them as they strode across the platform. His face paled.

‘My daughter has gone to take a stroll to clear her head,’ he said. ‘The marvellous news of your proposal has discomposed her, pretty child. Sit, sit, gentlemen, sip from this bottle of brandy. Lie back on a cushion. There are sweets too.’ He kicked a sleeping man. ‘Sayyid, get the sweets.’

‘Where is she?’ demanded Nicholas. His eyes sought out the darker paths that wound towards the orchards. The hour was late. The crowds had thinned. Was that a flash of red silk? No, just English roses in the moonlight. Nicholas turned his gaze on Shameena’s father.

‘She’ll be back momentarily,’ wheedled Shameena’s father. ‘In the amount of time a strong man holds in the smoke of the hookah…’ He offered the hookah to Nicholas, but Nicholas ignored him. He looked again across the dark gardens, still lit here and there with paper lanterns.

‘I don’t think she will back as soon,’ said Nicholas.

‘Oh no, not quite as soon as that,’ agreed Shameena’s father hastily.

‘But soon,’ said Nicholas. ‘Soon enough.’

Nicholas had no doubt that Shameena had attempted a daring escape. The spirit of the girl! Would she hide in the garden? Would she dare to venture into the city? Did she actually think she could elude him so easily? His lips twisted in a sardonic smile.

‘Come, Asef,’ he said. ‘There’s not much life left here. It seems the after-party has moved to other quarters.’

‘If you’ll just sit for a moment…’ pleaded Shameena’s father, but Nicholas shot him a contemptuous look.

‘Your daughter must have commissioned a howdah and gone to seek me at my townhouse,’ said Nicholas, with something akin to mirth. ‘I cannot tarry, good sir. An Englishman never disappoints his lady.’

‘Yes, never,’ nodded Shameena’s father. ‘Never.’ He sat down heavily on the bolster, head in his hand. With his other hand, he held the bottle of brandy against his cheek to cool himself.
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The city beyond the palace walls was a maze of alleyways suffused with pungent smells and strange men in doorways. Shameena could scarcely believe her audacity as she slipped out into the streets of Lucknow. Of course, she had visited the famous family tombs of the Sheikzadas with her father as well as the tomb of the mystic Shah Mina. She had sometimes accompanied the older women to the bazaar, but these trips always took place during the day. She suddenly realized that everything was different at night, even the most familiar places. Shameena had no idea where she was or where she was going. She just kept on walking. Her heart beat wildly, and her little jewelled slippers were covered in mud. As she turned a corner, the alleys started becoming narrower, the buildings more crowded. This alley was closed, fetid, pitch-black. She found herself wishing for the lights and familiar carousers of the palace-complex. The night was too quiet, and her own breathing sounded harsh and ragged in Shameena’s ears. She sidled into the alley, inching along sideways, as though her oblique position would shield her from the full assault of the stench. She held her arms close to her chest lest she bump against a wall. The next alley was brighter, with a light burning in a window. Shameena almost ran, turning the next corner at a rapid pace.

Three men were coming towards her. She could smell the liquor and paan on their breath. All three were young, clad in expensive silks. They laughed as they walked, the two on the sides holding up the one in the middle, who seemed the worse for drink. They stopped short when Shameena appeared. The youth in the middle lifted his heavy head. Two stunningly beautiful women in identical costumes of red silk, unchaperoned, in the middle of the night? He licked his betel-stained lips and tried to focus his eyes. The women slid together lasciviously. He blinked as they merged into one. One stunningly beautiful woman, with gold bangles on her slender wrists, gold thread glimmering in her red dupatta. He let his head drop.

‘Hakim!’ crowed the youth on the left, shaking the semi-conscious figure that he and the other young man supported. ‘Wake up! This is no way to greet a young woman! You’ll have to excuse him,’ he continued gallantly, addressing Shameena.

‘Our Hakim has come only recently to Lucknow,’ the youth shook his head gravely. ‘He doesn’t yet have his city eyes. The sudden sight of a lovely young woman alone and he passes out with shock!’

‘Yes, that’s right, Abu Talib,’ agreed the youth on the right. ‘You see,’ he said to Shameena. ‘Our families have ties to the Wazir, so we have lived in Lucknow for…how long, Abu Talib?’

‘Too long to recount,’ said Abu Talib sagaciously. He had scant hair growing on his upper lip and his Adam’s apple protruded like a beak.

‘Hakim, though, has just arrived in Lucknow from, let’s say, less sophisticated parts and does not yet understand the magical workings of Lucknow, the city of illusions!’ The youth flung his free arm out and tipped his head up to drink in the rapturous night.

‘He doesn’t understand that in Lucknow, you turn a corner and the world’s most beautiful woman appears! What a city! What a vision!’

Shameena stared at the men. Their youth, good nature, and obvious affluence disarmed her.

‘So you think I am an illusion?’ she said, folding her arms.

‘Look at you!’ cried Abu Talib. ‘You are an illusion! Or an angel! We shall guide you back to your floating home, my angel, back to the nishatkhana from which you doubtless flew!’ And charging forward again, the young men swept Shameena along with them through the streets of Lucknow. Shameena allowed herself to stagger between them, too dazed and disorientated to resist.

‘Where are we going?’ she managed to ask, but got only laughter as a response.

After what seemed like hours of weaving from alley to alley, the men strode through the gates that opened in front of a grand brick house. The door was flung open. The light spilling from inside framed a striking woman of advanced years, wearing heavy gold bracelets and with a gold muslin dupatta over her hair. The men lurched up the stairs, still dragging their catch.

‘Madam Mehar Jaan,’ said Abu Talib. ‘We have found, we suspect, one of your incomparable tawaif. She was slinking through the streets on the way to an amorous appointment, but we waylaid her and brought her home to you. For is this not the one true realm of amorous appointments!’ He collapsed onto a cushion, leaving his friend to grapple with Hakim, a dead weight in his arms.

Shameena slowly took in the scene. The room was large and sweet with incense. On ornate tables stood glass lamps shaped like nightingales and lotuses. In their low, warm light, beautiful women lounged on cushions, or danced, swaying slightly, while enraptured men smoked hookahs dreamily on pink settees, following their undulations with half-lidded eyes. Abu Talib pulled Shameena down to share his pile of cushions. She gasped as she felt his rude hand on her shoulder. He tumbled her about on the cushions, laughing. Shameena struggled, drowning in cushions, her bare arms tangled in her dupatta. Fingers sticky with paan roamed her throat and clung to her collarbone. Frantic, Shameena pushed hard with both fists into Abu Talib’s round stomach. He doubled up and Shameena leapt to her feet.

‘Please,’ she began, trying to address Madam Mehar Jaan, but the woman was now negotiating with a splendidly outfitted noble at the door. Shameena heard the words again: nishatkhana, pleasure house, kotha, salon. She had been taken to a house of courtesans. Suddenly, the events of the evening overwhelmed her. The strong incense dizzied her and she almost swooned. It seemed as though she were floating in a cloud. What had she done? What would she do now?

‘Shameena! Shameena!’ Shameena barely reacted to the sound of her own name. The next thing she knew, Nadira was pulling her to her feet and up the carpeted stairs into the depths of the ornate house.

Rushing up the stairs, Nadira drew Shameena through the open door of a magnificent apartment, closing the door behind them. The room was entirely in shadows, apparently not yet in use for the evening. The sound of pleasant revelry from downstairs returned Shameena to her senses and reminded her to breathe.

Nadira bathed her head with a cloth from the porcelain basin.

‘Shameena! What are you doing here? What were you doing with that street scum! They can barely afford the pleasures of those untalented whores who live below the stairs. There may be fire in their loins, but of a kind that would put all of us out of business if we caught it.’ Her harsh tone broke as she realized that Shameena’s eyes were wild with fear.

Nadira would never have imagined she would encounter Shameena in a kotha! Although the girls had been best friends since infancy, they’d grown apart in the last few years. Nadira knew that Shameena blamed her for the distance. Shameena thought Nadira had been the one to change, to abandon their girlish pursuits for the life of the courtesan, tawaif. What Shameena didn’t understand was that the world was changing. They were growing older and couldn’t be playing and hiding under the bushes like children. Nadira remembered her anger with Shameena and couldn’t resist a sly comment.

‘I won’t deny that that young one had the thick shoulders of a peasant, and hard, rough hands as well…but then I never thought you were interested in love, in that kind of love. I thought you loved only birds and flowers and books no one can understand and, of course, your precious pot of paints.’

Nadira saw her goading remark strike home. Shameena’s look of fear and confusion intensified. Nadira stifled her guilt.

‘Perhaps that peasant,’ continued Nadira, ‘with his hot, rough hands was really a painter in disguise.’ Shameena leapt up, pacing the room, unable to contain her anguish.

‘Oh, Nadira, please,’ she fumbled for words. ‘The horrible things that have happened this evening! There is no way to describe them—’

At the unmistakable suffering in her friend’s voice, Nadira softened.

‘But Shameena, what are you talking about?’ Nadira asked. ‘I saw you only a few hours ago. What could possibly have happened?’

‘I have run away, Nadira. I have left the palace forever.’ At this remark, Shameena’s tears finally spilled free. Nadira took Shameena in her arms, smoothed the girl’s silken locks. She whispered to her gently, ‘Shameena, you are safe now. Tell me what has happened. Has something happened to your father?’

‘Something has happened to my father,’ said Shameena. I don’t know if I can ever call him father again. He has betrothed me to a beast, a monster. Not even that. He has sold me as a consort for a pocket watch. I am an orphan now.’

Her mother, her nurse, and now her father…all of them had forsaken her. Suddenly, she felt so alone, as if she had no one in the whole wide world. She clung like a desperate child to Nadira, who was still trying to comprehend the situation.

‘Consort to a monster? But which monster? Not that fat Ghaalib whose beard is always soiled with grease from boiled sweets? I have seen him playing dice with your father, and it takes two of his groomsmen to pull him up off the silk cushions. Oh Shameena, tell me it is not Ghaalib!’

‘It is worse than that. It is—’ but before Shameena could utter Winthrop’s name she stopped herself. She remembered Nadira’s outburst in the garden. Nadira would never see the reason in running away from such an advantageous match as Nicholas Winthrop.

He was rich. He was handsome. All the girls had seen him riding his white Arabian stallion. Shameena remembered the way Shabana had giggled as she recounted the various sightings. Every account focused on the look of his muscular thighs in those tight English breeches.

‘Who is it, Shameena? Who has your father sold you to?’

Shameena shook her head. ‘It is no one you know. He is new to the court. But he is hideous! Fat and elderly, much worse than Ghaalib.’

Nadira frowned. ‘He must be rich,’ she said. ‘I know your father would only give you to a very rich man. Think of his side of things, Shameena. We are at the mercy of an Empire. Your father has made himself valuable to some very important men, but they may not stay in power forever. He needs you to make a good match. Daughters bring money and status to the family.’

‘So we are to be sacrifices!’ burst out Shameena. Nadira fought to keep her patience.

‘Shameena, try and understand. Your father is trying to ensure a future for you. This fat old husband of yours won’t live forever and maybe he’ll leave you a beautiful, rich young widow. And since you have no interest in love anyway—’

Shameena’s face flushed hotly as she sat up to face Nadira. ‘But I don’t love this man. I could never love this man. He is cruel and horrid, and his blood runs as cold as the waters from the Shyok glaciers!’

Aha! thought Nadira. So she does think of love, after all.

Nadira had fallen in love young, with Misbaah, a musician who played for the girls in the palace as they learnt the mesmerizing kathak dances. He had learnt to pluck the bulbul tarang under the great master Baiju Bavara. When Misbaah played, he could infuse life into inanimate objects, transform marble into birds. Nadira had given herself to him, and he quickly taught her the fickle ways of men. She had been crushed, heartbroken. Now she used the same fickle ways to her advantage.

As Nadira gazed at Shameena—frantic, fragile—she was grateful that she was made of tougher stuff. Suddenly she remembered Asef. She had wanted him since she saw him watching her dance in the courtyard. That was a man who could send her back to the giddiness of first love. She tried to console herself that every pleasure was easily replenished in the lavish depths of Mehar Jaan’s kotha.

‘So you don’t love this man,’ said Nadira at last. ‘I see. But who is the other man?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The other man. The one you are in love with?’

Shameena recoiled from Nadira. She moved to the settee and arranged herself in a posture of elegant remove, her legs crossed lightly at the ankle, her shoulders thrust forward, and her body twisting sharply at the waist.

‘I don’t know what you are talking about,’ she said, painfully and slowly.

‘No woman refuses a match unless she has some hope of a better one. You must be in love with someone else.’

Shameena turned her head away from Nadira. Her hair cascaded over the vermillion silk of her garments. She was shocked, angry. In fact, she was scandalized. Nadira thought she was performing her innocence like a ridiculous game, just as Asef had thought at the river.

Hot tears started in her eyes. She felt more alone, more misunderstood, than ever. But just as she felt the sting of her temper trailing down her cheeks, she suddenly pictured the image of Asef on the riverbank, the great breadth of chest that curved up into the lines of the mighty throat, the harsh yet beautiful features, the heavy brows above two flames of green.

Nadira was also taken aback. She saw the look on Shameena’s face—one of confusion and shame, but sparked with anticipation—and she realized that her teasing question had actually struck its mark.

‘I knew it!’ Nadira shrieked. She reached out her arms to Shameena. Finally, she felt, they were not so different. ‘Shameena, this is not the worst news! Listen to me, there is much wonder, much pleasure in falling in love. Even I have—’

‘Don’t talk to me about love! Things are not so simple as you would make them, Nadira, for all your experience.’

‘Are they not? How did you end up here, of all places, if you are not fleeing from love?’

‘I love my garden,’ said Shameena softly, brokenly. ‘My banyan tree, the lilting call of the hypocoly bird, the snow-white plumage of the jabiru. I love the sound of the gharana dance and the couplets of the ghazal poets—’

Before Shameena could finish, there was a loud knock at the door. Nadira rushed to the door, rustling in silks. ‘Yes, Nabhanya, what is it?’

A dark-haired girl of no more than twelve appeared at the door. She was heavily made up: eyes outlined in kohl, lips painted red.

‘Excuse me, Nadira, but you have a guest. It is Waseem! I believe he can’t sleep at night unless he sips coconut flower wine with you under the rosewood tree. Besides, Madam Mehar has been looking for you for the past hour. I think she wonders if you have gone to some private party.’

‘Tell Waseem I will be right down. And tell Madam that I’d like to see her in say, two hours.’

‘He is very patient, Waseem, isn’t he? Very tender? Perhaps you should say three hours.’ The young girl burst into a peel of laughter.

‘There are always other nights, Nabhanya. Other nights, other Waseems,’ Nadira said as she closed the door on the giggling young girl.

Shameena, suddenly aware of the difficulty she might be causing for Nadira, drew up her garments and moved towards the door. ‘Nadira, you are so kind to shelter me, but I have no wish to get you into trouble.’

‘There is no trouble. Don’t believe those false British stories about loathsome hags who steal young girls from their cribs in their villages and sell them into the pleasure houses. Those are myths created by fanciful liars and artful highwaymen. Life in the Chowk is a business. And it is a fair business, and even more than that, it is an elegant and artful business, one with its own traditions and protections, and its own code of rules. I will explain your situation to Madam Mehar and I think you will find her more sympathetic than any of your nursemaids. It is true, she will not let you stay long if you have no intentions of joining our ranks, but she will certainly not cast you into the street when you have no home and father to shelter you. No, Shameena, go to sleep. You will find my bed comfortable.’

‘But will you not…need your bed?’

‘There are other beds, Shameena. Teach yourself this and the world will go easier for you!’

Shameena awoke to the sounds of the bullfinches on the balcony of Nadira’s chamber. In the morning light she could see the apartment in its full opulence: sapphire walls with elegant sculpted floral mouldings around inset niches draped in silk and muslin. The tall and richly carved canopy bed, in matching silks, sat atop a high pedestal, and surrounding the bed was an array of thrown pillows and cushions. The unlit chandelier in brass hung low over the room, fringed in bangles. The walls were draped with embroidered cloth, patterned across with the curling suggestions of peacocks and fruit trees. Beside her in the bed, Nadira roused herself from below the vibrant coverings.

Nadira’s hair was dishevelled. Stripped of her bangles and adornments, she was still as beautiful as ever. She smiled sleepily at Shameena and, for a moment, Shameena almost wished that she could be a man. That she could live safely and happily here with Nadira for a wife and keeper. Suddenly, overcome with hunger, Shameena slipped from the bedclothes, while Nadira returned to her peaceful slumber.

Downstairs, in the long stone entranceway, the candles were snuffed and the furnishings drawn back to allow the servants of the kotha to clean and organize the house in the calm of the morning. Shameena loved the cool feel of the polished floor against her feet. As she crossed the enormous hall, she slipped behind an intricate pillar to watch one of the last stragglers from the night, making his way out on the arm of a similarly dishevelled woman. Shameena was struck by how quiet and peaceful things were in the moments just before the break of dawn, even in the kotha. The courtesan, now in the drapery of her bedclothes, leaned on the arm of her lover with bowed head.

Shameena remembered the way she had leaned into Asef: the tender heat, the way she had wanted to twine around him. The courtesan clung to the man in a silent and languorous final embrace. She turned from the door; only then did her composure seem to shift. She seemed to finally register her own exhaustion, yet her face still held a profound tranquillity. Shameena thought: this woman is at peace in her world; nothing can touch her.

Shameena had experienced this sense of peace while painting, when she focused with every fibre of her being, becoming the veins of a silver leaf or the angle of a bird’s wing in flight. She forgot everything else around her. It was a kind of solitude in which she wasn’t alone, but was rather connected to the deep rhythms of the earth.

She had never dreamed that she would recognize the same peace in a courtesan. In her mind, she went over every detail of the young beauty: her tangled locks, her dark eyes under their drooping lids, her full, bright mouth, wiped clean of its tint, and the slow, concentrated steps she made towards the stairs. Suddenly, Shameena wished more than anything to have her paints and brushes. As the sun came through the open windows, the bustle of the morning began. They appeared in a rush: cleaning girls and cooks, the elegant heads of the staff who might as easily have been courtesans themselves, doormen, footmen, errand boys, tailors, palanquin carriers, and all the others who lived below on the lower floors of the house, or in the detached servants’ quarters. They emerged from behind screens, from the patio, from inner passageways, and Shameena slipped back up the stairs to Nadira’s room.

Nadira was dressing for the day, the young Nabhanya by her side arranging her finery. As the servant girl slipped out of the door, Shameena joined Nadira on the balcony where the night-blooming jasmine still filled the air with a sweet, soothing perfume.

‘Are you hungry, Shameena?’ Nadira asked. ‘Breakfast will not be ready for some time. Most of the girls prefer to rise later in the day, once the heat begins.’

Shameena realized that she had totally forgotten her hunger in that moment of observation, the moment when she saw the young courtesan and her lover at the door.

‘I was hungry, Nadira, but more than anything right now I wish I could be painting. There was a very beautiful girl downstairs a moment ago. Her face was filled with something only a poet could express in words. I wish I could paint her portrait, but I have no brushes.’

‘Baha-ud-din will be here in the late morning, to have tisane with Jumanna in the parlour. He will see to it that you are supplied with all you need.’

‘Who is Baha-ud-din?’

‘A famous painter,’ said Nadira. Unable to resist needling Shameena further, she added, ‘One who has travelled widely and studied with many masters.’

‘How have I never met him?’ asked Shameena

‘Because he prefers the company of courtesans than that of the courtiers.’

‘And who is Jumanna?’

‘A girl, only.’

‘A beautiful girl.’

‘Oh yes, Shameena,’ said Nadira archly. ‘Beautiful—as we all are. There is no need to be swayed by beauty. You’ll find you can hardly move a step in the kotha without facing such beauty.’

After having breakfast, Nadira escorted Shameena down to the day parlour, a round, domed, and pillared room of great enormity, which was lit on all sides by the open doors of the surrounding tiled walkway of the courtyard. Just beyond the windows, songbirds perched on the branches of the tulip trees while peacocks wandered among the flowers. The entire room was lit with the warm light of the Lucknow morning, but mottled shadows from the garden spotted the ornamental floor tiles.

It was in this room, with its patina-covered copper ornaments, brocade drapery, curved lotus-petal spittoons, and inlaid hookahs, that Shameena spent the majority of her days in the week that followed. It was a room reserved only for the most esteemed guests of the kotha, esteemed not for their prestige or title, or for their wealth or decadence, but because these guests were the keepers of art and culture—poets, painters, and artists—so valuable in Oudhi culture.

The lilt of their learned conversations often filled the parlour in the mid-afternoons but by nightfall they made their way into the more decadent and lively portions of the house. It was there in the parlour that Shameena came to appreciate the subtle language of the courtesans, their lingering glances, tempestuous pouts, their teasing followed by their supplication. Shameena painted in the corner, conversing with the courtesans and also trying to understand the amorous particulars of the kotha’s most treasured artists.

Some of these artists seemed to love all the girls equally, such as the poet Shahid Khan Ali. His slim, elegant features seemed to dance with liveliness, and he wooed all the girls with equal fervour. Each afternoon, in the hours just before sunset, he sat surrounded by several courtesans, extemporizing on their beauty. His skill as a poet was clear, as was his quiet and contained intellect. He was not the most beautiful of men, but he was possessed of a kind of skill and tenderness that made him a favourite among the girls.

When Shameena sketched Farishta’s portrait that afternoon, the girl spoke freely of her admiration for Shahid Khan.

‘When we are together,’ Farishta said, ‘he recites ghazals as he caresses me. It is impossible to hold back my passion as he recites, he has so carefully timed his rhythms and phrasings that I believe I could be brought to rapture by the memory of these words alone.’ Shameena giggled girlishly at such a thought, not quite sure what it suggested.

‘But Shameena!’ the girl exclaimed looking at her portrait, ‘you are a great artist! As good as Baha-ud-din.’ It was a sumptuous portrait: Farishta moved against the patterned backdrop of the garden, rendered flatly in floral curves and swirls. In the light of the sun, she stretched long, and her arms formed a careful shape, as if she embraced the air, or as if in dance. Her form below her transparent garb was clearly visible: voluptuous curving breasts, narrow slip of waist, and full, indulging hips. The garments, as light and gauzy in the painting as they were in life, looked as if they might float away. But her face, rendered as it was in such a small form, still held the distinct features of Farishta, her pert nose, her large, almond eyes, and her narrow, appealing mouth. It was a wonderful portrait, and it caught the attention of all the girls of the house, who wished suddenly to get away from their men, at least for a moment, and pose for Shameena. They hoped that she would capture them on paper, not just as delicious curving bodies, but as women, each one lovely and unique.

At night, Shameena painted by the light of the chandelier. She painted in the quiet day parlour, away from the dancing and song. Nonetheless, men drifted in to catch a glimpse of Shameena at work. They asked for her and tried to entice her, but she declined each offer. As they moved behind her, came close to her, she felt a certain animal presence. She smelled their masculine odours in the heat of the small room, but she ached only for that certain scent—dark, spicy, with hints of pepper and clove—and trembled with longing. She found herself sketching a tall, strong figure, silhouetted on the banks of the Gomti, and she eluded the caresses of her suitors. Oh! How she missed him, his gentle touch, the feel of his hot, strong body on hers. Shameena knew deep down that her heart belonged to him and she wished things could have been simpler, that he wasn’t a mercenary and the bodyguard of the man she loathed.


CHAPTER SIX

NICHOLAS PACED THE LIBRARY impatiently. The morning sun slanted through the windows, gilding his pale golden hair. The day was hot, and a fly buzzed droningly. Nicholas snapped his head around, charging in the direction of the buzz. Roughly, he opened a glass cabinet, seized an amber-handled fly swatter and smashed it viciously against the window casement. The buzz stopped but started again.

To hell with it.

Nicholas snapped the fly swatter in two. The officers entering the library had to duck as the broken pieces sailed towards them.

‘Tell me,’ hissed Nicholas, although a look at their apprehensive faces told him everything he needed to know.

‘We haven’t found her yet,’ reported Officer Williams. His attractive, intelligent face wore a wary expression. With the sun gleaming in his hair, lean, infuriated Nicholas Winthrop looked like a bolt of lightning. He approached Officer Williams.

‘Five years ago the English astronomer William Herschel discovered a new planet by studying the sky,’ said Nicholas matter-of-factly. He tilted his head back as though contemplating the heavens. Officer Henderson, a large, affable young man, exchanged a glance with Officer Williams. He followed Nicholas’s lead and looked up obligingly.

The ceiling was high and spotless. No webs, nests, or moulds. Officer Henderson looked back at Nicholas, who was staring at him, icy blue eyes alight with malice.

‘Now tell me,’ said Nicholas, softly. ‘How big is the sky?’

Officer Henderson swallowed. He’d heard that Nicholas Winthrop was unpredictable. But was he mad?

‘It’s quite large, sir,’ he ventured.

‘And how big is Lucknow?’ asked Nicholas. He tipped his head to one side as though thinking.

‘The exact dimensions? Let’s see, the Gomti in the east,’ Officer Henderson regarded his palm intently. ‘In the north, there’s a wall, a sort of fortification?’ His voice was agonized. Sweat beaded his forehead. ‘We have various maps at the Cantonment, sir, I could easily—’

‘Don’t waste your time looking for maps,’ snapped Nicholas. ‘Look for a woman. One defenceless, disoriented woman who must be within a square mile of this very spot. Go and look for her. Locate her and bring her back. Today.’

When the officers had left, Nicholas flung himself broodingly into a chair. At first he’d thought little of Shameena’s escape. It was a trifling matter. If anything, an amusing challenge, a hunt. He’d never expected the girl to prove so stubborn, so difficult to find. Where could she have hidden?

Nicholas entertained the prospect of a lover. No. It was impossible. Shameena’s trembling outrage after his proprietary kiss, the dazed and terrified expression in her eyes…she couldn’t help but advertise her innocence. She was a virgin, he was sure of it. Agha Mir had sent servants to turn over every frond, every flower petal in the palace gardens. He swore that he’d personally investigated the stables and the pigeon house. That he’d gone to the boathouse and climbed inside every bark, barge, and gondola. Nicholas believed him. The man had nothing to gain by aiding his daughter in her defiance.

Nicholas stalked to the window and threw it open. The hot, still air from the street mixed lethargically with the stuffy air inside the library. He could see the officers down below. They’d stopped to buy fish kebabs from a street vendor. They’d probably head back to the Cantonment and fall asleep over cards and warm brandy. Nicholas clenched his teeth.

He’d spent too many years suffering idlers and idiots. The Company was filled with them, the sons of fading aristocrats. Dilettantes shipped off to the farthest fringe of the British Empire where they could save their families embarrassment by obtaining vaguely defined posts in His Majesty’s service.

And these very men thought they could judge Nicholas Winthrop.

Standing on a chair, Nicholas took a Chinese fishing rod down from its mount above the window. It was an ancient and beautiful item, bone and jade. Slowly, he bent the rod. Below the rolled-up sleeves of his white cotton shirt, veins snaked his muscular forearms. His arms shook. With a crack, the fishing rod gave way in his hands. Nicholas hurled the reel at a delicate glass globe positioned in the middle of a low table by the wall of bookshelves. It was a direct hit, shattering the globe. Nicholas raked a hand through his blond hair, leapt from the chair with a smooth, athletic motion.Enough. He settled at his desk.

In two days, Robert Brooke would arrive from Calcutta. Ostensibly, he was paying a visit to Hutchinson at the Residency. Nicholas knew his real purpose in Lucknow. He wanted the locations of the Rohilla encampments. And Nicholas had them. The Wazir’s trackers had found it easier to hunt humans than tigers. They’d returned more swiftly than Nicholas had thought possible. Robert Brooke would be impressed. Nicholas could expect to find himself back in the Company’s good books.

He couldn’t care less. He didn’t give a fig about the Company. He had gone along with Brooke because he wanted to see the Rohillas destroyed. He didn’t need Brooke to do him any favours. He would show all those Eton saps in the Company that Nicholas Winthrop was a master of his realm, a king in his own right, a god as loved and feared as any in the Hindu pantheon. He had written to Brooke to tell him that the maps were ready. And he had planned his wedding to coincide with Brooke’s arrival.

He had already decided that he would reject Brooke’s offer of reinstatement as a Company trader and make him a counter offer, an invitation to the most spectacular wedding of the century. All of Lucknow would be in attendance: the Wazir and his courtiers; Hutchinson and his cronies. It would be enough proof that Nicholas Winthrop didn’t rely on the Company for money or privileges. That Nicholas Winthrop was more respected than the Governor-General. And more powerful. Brooke and his inner circle of advisors would be stunned by the opulence of the celebration and of course by the beauty of the bride: the very picture of the adoring consort, of the virgin queen surrendering her treasures.

The flower of India, blooming in Nicholas Winthrop’s garden.

Nicholas was sparing no expense. He had already commissioned the French firework-maker Louis Bourquien for an unparalleled display: crowns, orbs, and sceptres scintillating in the night sky; a red rose, golden lions and some surprises. Everything seemed to be going as per the plan, but where was the girl? Nicholas banged a fist on his desk, his mouth a thin line. He would not let Shameena turn him into an object of ridicule. He could not be undone by a woman. Not again. Nicholas dropped his head into his hands.

When he’d decided to join the Company forces and ride to Rohilkhand, Nicholas had thought he would be fighting mountain men, quasi-nomads, half-savages. Nicholas had known little of Rohilkand. He’d heard the land was inhospitable, harsh. He had heard the Rohillas were a martial people: fierce and untrustworthy, dwelling in ravine fortresses along the Yamuna river. He was unprepared to pass through fertile land, flat and desirable. He was unprepared for thriving towns, for an encounter with a developed culture of fair-skinned men and women with rich traditions and beautiful crafts.

Not that fine craftsmanship made the Rohillas honourable statesmen. A few years before the British invasion, the Rohilla Sardar Hafiz Rahmat Khan Barech had offered the Nawab Wazir Shuja al-Dawla four million rupees to help him fight the Marathas. The Nawab Wazir sent the reinforcements. When the Marathas were defeated, Hafiz Rahmat refused to pay anything. The Wazir was furious and the British saw their opportunity. Unlike the people of Oudh, the unruly Rohillas wanted nothing to do with the British East India Company. They were hostile to British trading posts, a threat to British interests in the region. They needed to be subdued and exterminated. The animosity between Rohilkhand and Oudh provided the Company elite with the opportunity they’d long been waiting for.

In those days, Nicholas cared little for politics. The significance of the Upper Ganges plain in the Company’s plan of economic and territorial expansion meant nothing to him. All he understood was that the Company forces massing to invade Rohilkhand welcomed young men desperate to prove their loyalty and that those who distinguished themselves in battle could expect great rewards. He knew he would be tested, but he was ready for exhausting days spent riding through dust; old nights with wan fires providing little warmth; boring months huddled in hastily built shacks, waiting for the rain to pass. He wanted, more than anything, to stand out, to catch the eyes of powerful men who would launch him into a glorious career in this alien land.

The morning the British brigade stormed the sleepy town just north of the Gurra river, Nicholas had fought wildly. He was a demon. Through the slaughter, he was making himself anew. He was resurrecting himself from the ashes of his impoverished, demolished history. And as he spun, roaring, in the white heat of his rage, of his rebirthing, he saw her. The woman stood motionless, unafraid, as the horses divided around her, surging past so that her hair whipped against her bare shoulders. He watched her raise her knife and scream a battle cry. As he fought his way towards her, it wasn’t to kill or to capture, but to answer that cry—to match it, to join her in that fearless moment of becoming, to join her in her passion.

Bullets and blades glinted around them. It was as though she and Nicholas were in the centre of the storm, the noise and motion whirling round and round. They were frozen in time and space, eternal enemies intimately linked: in life and in death. Nicholas shut his eyes and held open his arms. He only came to his senses when her knife sliced towards his neck. He dodged the blade and seized her: his captive, his battle spoil.

After that first night, he bound her. He tied her arms cruelly with stiff leather reins. He stripped her of her jewels, proof of her high birth. He dropped them into his saddlebag as though they were horse feed. She was a rare prize. He could already tell that the officers coveted her. He had already seen the resentment in the inflamed faces of the soldiers. He dragged her to his horse in the dark of night to save her from their depredations. He wanted to take her to Calcutta, where she would always remind him of what he’d won that day in battle: his selfhood, his new being. He held her tight to his chest as he dug his heels into his stallion’s flanks and galloped the uneven ground towards the south.

His new being.

He had thought no one could take that away from him, least of all her.

‘Sir, I’ve come to announce John Bentley.’ The voice shattered Nicholas’s vision. He sat up hastily.

‘Show him to the library,’ he waved to the servant. A few minutes later, John Bentley entered the library carrying several black books. His eyes were bloodshot and the breath whistled through his broken nose.

‘Hutchinson sent me,’ he said, pulling back a chair. The legs scraped loudly on the floorboards. Bentley fanned himself with a fleshy hand, eyeing the large crystal decanter on Nicholas’s desk. When Nicholas didn’t move, he said: ‘Miserably hot day, hard to talk, isn’t it?’ He coughed.

‘Parched.’

Nicholas poured two glasses of brandy and pushed a glass across the desk. Bentley took it and emptied it. Nicholas filled the glass again. He sipped his own drink, eyes never leaving Bentley’s face.

‘I’ve brought the Residency accounts,’ said Bentley. ‘Hutchinson insisted. But I assure you there’s nothing out of order. I’ve seen to that.’

I’m sure you have, thought Nicholas. He was certain that Bentley used his position as Residency Accountant to skim as much as he possibly could from the Company and the Wazir alike. He was not certain, though, whether Bentley was also accepting money from Rohilla renegades in exchange for information regarding Company shipments. But he didn’t need to be certain. Brooke wanted someone to implicate, and Nicholas had made his choice.

Nicholas took the books and set them on his desk.

‘Well. This has been a productive meeting,’ said Nicholas. He walked to the library door and opened it wide.

‘Goodbye, Mr Bentley.’

Bentley’s ill-tempered face assumed a sly expression. ‘I wouldn’t want to leave before meeting your beautiful wife, who we’ve all heard so much about.’ Looking around the library, he took in the wreckage: the shattered globe, the broken rod. He swirled the brandy in his glass.

‘Where is your beautiful wife?’ he asked pointedly. Nicholas grated his fingernails against the door. So word of Shameena’s flight was spreading through Lucknow.Dammit.

‘Ah,’ said Nicholas casually. ‘My wife. She’s upstairs, bathing in milk and honey. It’s one of the wedding preparations she finds absolutely indispensable.’

‘I thought perhaps the wedding—’ began Bentley.

‘Would call for some other bathing regimen? She also bathes herself in rainwater and attar of roses.’

‘I heard that perhaps the wedding was called off,’ finished Bentley. Nicholas let the door slam and walked past Bentley to the open window.

‘The wedding will go on,’ said Nicholas. ‘The wedding will surpass anything you have ever imagined. Everyone says that Lucknow is a city of fantasy, of magic. In Lucknow, an Englishman can become a god.’

Bentley’s sly smile had disappeared.

‘You’re not a god, Nicholas,’ he said.

Nicholas turned. The light streamed around him, haloing his figure, but his face remained in shadow.

‘None of you know what I am,’ said Nicholas. ‘Not yet. Now show yourself out.’

Nicholas waited until the door shut behind Bentley then he too left the library, walking quickly to the gardens. The servants had just finished installing silver- and gold-plated trees along the paths and perimeters. They scurried back and forth, hanging lights, carrying boards to build the platforms for the dancers and musicians. Nicholas passed a group of servants fitting wooden dowels into heavy beams. They were building cages.

What beasts should he display?

Leopards, thought Nicholas. Or Royal Bengal tigers. Whatever the Wazir would sell him.

‘More lights around the cages,’ commanded Nicholas, moving on.

‘Yes, Sir Winthrop,’ muttered the men, sweat streaming down their arms.

Asef was in the smallest courtyard, practising a variety of fighting techniques. He was bare-chested, gliding through the positions. His muscles gleamed beneath his tawny skin. Nicholas watched him from the archway: Asef’s strength, his fluid grace.

Mesmerizing. Magnificent.

Nicholas knew he wouldn’t stand a chance against him. What man would stand a chance? Nicholas felt a flicker of pride.

Asef dropped down to support himself on hands and toes. He began a smooth set of push-ups, his back perfectly straight. Nicholas lost track of the number of times the powerful body moved up and down. Asef kicked with his legs, abdomen clenching as he slowly lifted himself into a handstand. He bent his arms—lowering his upper body until a lock of his black hair touched the flagstones—then straightened them; bent, then straightened. His legs never wavered and it seemed as if his stomach was cast in bronze.

At last, Asef righted himself and strode towards Nicholas. Nicholas did not move from the archway. Asef’s green eyes were bright but blank and expressionless. His face and chest glistened with sweat as he shook the black hair back from his forehead. Suddenly Nicholas didn’t want to give the Asef the order. But what choice did he have? He didn’t trust anyone else to find the girl and he didn’t have time to vet more imbeciles. He had just two days to salvage his pride and reputation. He imagined Asef closing in on Shameena, in a tiny, dim alley of the bazaar, reaching out, touching her arm, dragging her to him. Those muscled arms encircling her slender body. What thoughts were these? Nicholas struggled to assure himself.Asef was Nicholas’s predator. He was the agent that executed Nicholas’s desires. He had no desires of his own except for the one desire. The one desire that bound him to Nicholas: the desire to know. To know what had happened. Only Nicholas could give Asef what desired. Nicholas held the key. He was the warden of Asef’s destiny. His keeper.

Nicholas stepped from the archway into the sunlight. The strong light cleared his head and banished his sudden doubts. Asef belonged to Nicholas. Neither of them could forget that.

‘Shameena is most likely tired of her tour de Lucknow,’ said Nicholas with elaborate nonchalance. ‘I think it’s time for you to bring her home to me.’

Asef inclined his head slightly in assent. His green eyes were hooded. He went immediately into the townhouse to bathe and dress for his mission.
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Asef seemed to be wandering the streets of Lucknow without purpose. He wove his way between the merchants in the bazaar, nearly staggered into the dark alcove where local mercenaries and a few rail-thin, battered-looking foreigners shouted at one another over syrupy liquors in a mix of languages. This derelict bar was where Asef met his contacts. Asef almost slipped on the thick red slime of betel juice that coated the floor, bumping into a leathered Hollander with a magnificently large nose. His honking voice was good-humoured.

‘Walk it off, that’s right,’ he said to Asef. ‘But improve your aim a little.’ Then to the group of men: ‘The boy’s been destroyed by some brew or another.’

A man with a clipped British accent screwed his cheek to accommodate his monocle. ‘He’s a Scythian type,’ commented the man. ‘Are you a Pashtun, boy?’ A dark man in dirty pyjamas scowled.

‘What do you know about Pashtuns?’ he muttered.

‘I was an anthropologist before I realized there was more money in indigo,’ said the man with the monocle. He received his drink graciously from the bartender, wiping the rim with his pocket handkerchief before drinking. Asef hiccupped three times. Then he sneezed.

‘Take this handkerchief,’ said the man with the monocle, producing another handkerchief from his pocket. Asef took it. He turned to leave the bar, but paused as snatches of the surrounding conversation reached his ears.

‘The girl’s a true beauty,’ a man was saying. ‘My wife knows her well. She has passed many hours with her in the Wazir’s gardens. My wife doesn’t think she has the cultivation and spirit to be the wife of such a powerful man. Clever wives rule their husbands: they tie their husband’s wrists with locks of their perfumed hair and lead them wherever they desire.’

‘Are your wrists tied?’ someone teased.

‘Not by my wife,’ sighed the man. ‘But they are tied. What man’s wrists aren’t tied by a woman?’

Asef groaned inwardly. The entire city was talking about Nicholas’s wedding. Rumours were flying about the bride. Who was she? Where was she?

Asef thought of Shameena constantly. He regretted having taken advantage of her on the riverbank. He had taunted her, almost terrifying her; preyed upon her passionate response to his caresses. He would have gone even further if she hadn’t stopped him. He hoped she had run far from Lucknow. He hoped she had found a sanctuary somewhere. His mind raced through the dreadful possibilities, the cruel fate that could have befallen her. He pushed the thoughts away. She was better off on her own than in Nicholas’s clutches.

He had already made his decision. He would not seek her out. He would not fulfil Nicholas’s order. He owed her a chance: the chance to escape and make her own life even if he never saw her again. He felt a piercing pain in his chest and shoved his way back out into the street.

Once he’d put distance between himself and the seedy alcove, he unfolded the handkerchief and read the message inside. His face paled. Robert Brooke was meeting with Nicholas Winthrop. The resistance needed to know what happened during that meeting. They were counting on Asef. Asef knew that Nicholas wouldn’t let him near that meeting. He kept his face blank, but his mind was racing. What about the informant from the Residency? No. Nicholas was too suspicious. He wouldn’t trust any man to enter the room except Shameena. Asef tried to fight the idea as it formed. Nicholas would let Shameena into the meeting. In fact, he would want her there: to pour the tea, to serve him, to display herself. Asef’s gaze hardened. He crumpled the message in his fist.

So then, he had no choice. He would find Shameena. Not only would he find her, he would use her. Asef almost toppled the next merchant in his path. He threw men to his left and his right, striding powerfully through the packed marketplace. He wanted to lash out at the world, to hurl himself at the pillars of a colonnade and tear down the city of Lucknow. He had been prepared to sacrifice himself. Now he had to sacrifice Shameena as well for his people, for his past.

So be it.

Suddenly, across the market, he saw a girl: a sloe-eyed girl who returned his gaze boldly. She was standing by a cloth vendor, running her hands suggestively up and down a bolt of rose-coloured silk. Her movements were studiedly seductive. Her bold features, her sensual gestures, drew the gazes of all the men who passed.

Suddenly, he recognized her: she was the dancing girl from the Wazir’s palace, the courtesan, Shameena’s friend Nadira.

‘Nadira,’ said Asef, approaching. His voice purred. Nadira pressed her cheek to the silk and smiled at Asef. She was Shameena’s link to the world outside the palace walls. What did she know about Shameena’s whereabouts? He was going to find out.

‘How does it feel?’ murmured Asef.

‘How does what feel?’ asked Nadira. She cast her eyes down, then looked up at him.

‘The silk,’ said Asef. He smiled.

‘Some things can’t be described,’ said Nadira. ‘You have to experience them for yourself.’

‘Where can I go,’ whispered Asef, ‘To get… experience?’ Nadira held his gaze before turning, slowly, deliberately, and walking away.

Asef followed Nadira through the crowd.
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During her stay in the kotha, Shameena heard many stories of love and pleasure. The painter Baha-uddin, who had given her painting supplies, often sat with her in the day parlour, speaking about his hopes for the future. His love for the courtesan Jumanna was so great, he could not eat or sleep. He hoped one day to lure her out of the kotha and into a modest home. He was, however, too poor for even a modest home. He begged Shameena for the portrait she had made of Jumanna. Even though he had painted many himself, he claimed that Shameena captured something in the girl’s eyes that he had never before seen.

‘With me she appears nervous, distracted. She looks hunted. Her eyes never settle, never rest, as they do in your portrait. And look how lightly she holds her hand out for the hummingbird. How fanciful that you let him land on her! You have captured her at rest, unobserved, and I do not know this look in her eyes. Is this the look of someone in love?’ he asked with hope in his voice.

‘I don’t know,’ Shameena confessed. Secretly, she thought not. She suspected it was the look of fatigue—fatigue and gratitude at spending a moment unmolested. She had often seen this look on the faces of the courtesans in the afternoons when they were completely alone with each other, sipping tea and gossiping about their talents.

Shameena lowered her head, thinking of Jumanna’s stories. Just that morning, Jumanna had told her tales of a rich and corpulent noble, a regular in the kotha.

‘Last time,’ said Jumanna. ‘He covered my body in sugared fruits and cream, as if I were a banquet table.’ She laughed. Jumanna seemed to take very little of this world seriously. Shameena doubted that she felt any differently about Baha-ud-din.

Just then, two very beautiful young girls entered the room. They surrounded Baha and began to tease him.

‘Jumanna is with someone, but I’m sure she hasn’t forgotten you,’ they said, tittering behind their scarves. ‘Even if you are not rich, I’m sure you are quite wonderfully skilled in the ways of love, Baha, and generously formed.’ They laughed at him and wandered out of the room. The taller of the two threw back over her shoulder, ‘And don’t have any ideas about Shameena. Madam is saving her. She is desired by the wealthiest men in Lucknow.’

Shameena recoiled. Did the girls really believe this, or were they just teasing? Her mind, which had been so safely and pleasantly occupied in the past few days among the courtesans, was suddenly shocked back into the memory of the cold, brutal embrace of Nicholas Winthrop.

She found Nadira in the bath, the giant copper tub shimmering with rose petals and goat’s milk.

‘What have you told Madam about me?’ she asked.

‘Shameena, I’m sorry,’ said Nadira. ‘I didn’t want you to be concerned, but I knew that Madam Mehar would never let you stay more than one night if she didn’t think that you were considering entering our sect. And I wanted her to know that you were sought after, that a rich man wants you. She needs to be convinced that you would bring many jewels and gifts to the house if you were stay with us.’

‘As one of you?’

‘Don’t be so shocked. I’ve watched you, Shameena. You’re changing. Your eyes are slowly opening to this new world. You love to be among us. To watch us. You look enviously at the girls as they leave, on the arms of their men, while you are left alone with your paints. And you talk to the men now, you speak openly with Baha-ud-din and Shahid Khan as if you are one of us, as if you are preparing your path.’

Shameena heard the ring of truth in Nadira’s words and responded carefully. She didn’t want to insult Nadira, not after everything she’d done for her.

‘In some ways you are right,’ she said. ‘I do love being among the girls, painting and spending my days in the garden or the courtyard. I don’t mind their stories, the tales of their amorous encounters. I do see a different side of things. But Nadira, I could never be one of you. I will not be.’

Nadira’s eyes flashed. ‘The other girls have begun to talk,’ she said. ‘You eat our food. You sleep on our beds, and now you seem to attract the attention of some of their most ardent lovers.’

Shameena winced at Nadira’s tone. ‘There’s a part of me that wishes this could be my life,’ she whispered.

Nadira looked at her coldly.

‘Go and find your life then, Shameena,’ she said. ‘You can’t stay here any longer. I’ve protected you long enough.’

As Nadira lifted herself from the dripping waters of bath, several rose petals still clung to her perfect contours. She wrapped herself in a length of plain linen and swept out of the washroom.

Shameena sat in the faint steam of the bath, below the potted palms. She thought of her mother, and she felt the old heart-shaking loneliness. Perhaps she did belong in the kotha, where she could talk freely with both women and men about art, literature, and music. If she could learn to accept this life, she could escape Nicholas Winthrop’s icy grip. Besides, she had nowhere else to go.

She considered her latest portraits: the girls, a nightingale, the roses in the garden, fireworks in the sky bursting green like the green light in his eyes… She ran back to Nadira’s room where all her paintings lay strewn, and she considered each in its turn. In every glimmer of green, she saw Asef’s eyes watching her.

At the door, a sudden knock broke her trance. It was Madam Mehar.

‘I have someone for you,’ said Madam’s voice at the door. ‘You’ve been at your leisure long enough.’

Shameena flew to the door. She stood looking at the knob. She didn’t answer.

‘This is a very important guest,’ cajoled Madam’s voice. ‘He will only be satisfied with you. He has made a special request.’ She knocked again and her voice grew louder.

‘Open the door, Shameena. I can’t even tell you the sum he has paid, but your share will be just enough to cover the cost of your room and board these past few days.’

Suddenly, the door burst open. Madam Mehar gripped Shameena’s wrist and began to pull her towards the stairs. Shameena took one last look at her paintings, tossed about in disarray, and she felt as if her childhood, her dreams, and her innocence had all slipped away like those wisps of paper scattering the floor.

‘Wait,’ she said. ‘There is no reason to tug. Let me put out the lamp. I will receive him here.’ Madam looked at her, noted the serious expression, the trembling lower lip.

She nodded curtly and disappeared down the hall.

As the door swung shut, Shameena pulled her shoulders back. She raised her chin. She stacked her sketches and paintings and hid them behind the cushions by the bed. She dimmed the lamp, and the entire room plunged into a shadow.

She then turned her back to the door and waited.

Finally, the door creaked. The music from the salon drifted up the stairs and through the open door. Shameena felt the man’s presence. She drew a shuddering breath. Slowly, she began to dance. She moved her body, offering and withdrawing, undulating her hips. She lifted her arms, turned her head to display her profile to the man who stood behind her, but did not turn.

She could not turn. She could not face him.

Suddenly, she felt a hand, hot and rough, stroking the inside of her elbow, moving upward towards her shoulder, grasping into her hair. With a jerk, the hand pulled her against a hard body, the hard chest and thighs pressing against her back, squeezing away the breath from her.

Shameena continued to dance, to slide, to undulate against the vise-like arm, the iron thighs. She felt as though she were floating and falling at the same time. With one gesture, the man pushed her away from him and spun her around. Even in the darkness, she could see his eyes, a green fire, like the sun coming through the leaves when she would climb high on the banyan tree.

Ever since she had looked into those eyes she had known there was no escape.


CHAPTER SEVEN

THE LOW, ROSY LIGHT of the room disguised Shameena’s shock. Or at least, she hoped so. She couldn’t believe it was him.

Qismat, thought Shameena dazedly. The golden man had come for her, the man who walked in her dreams. She didn’t question his appearance in her chambers. It was as though she had expected him, waited for him. Qismat. Some things could not be changed.

Why resist any longer? She had chosen her path. She was a courtesan now. She existed for pleasure. She glided towards Asef. She heard his indrawn breath as she twined her arms around his neck. He lowered his head. Shameena let her eyelids drift shut. She parted her lips. She waited for his kiss. Finally, she opened her eyes. He was looking down at her mockingly. She flushed with humiliation. He was laughing at her!

‘You’ve been unfaithful to your art,’ he said. ‘To your painting. I can see that you’ve been practising only the art of love.’

Shameena tore herself away from him and retreated to the low bed against the far wall of the room. She sank down onto the silken pillows and tucked her knees below her chin. She wanted to hide, run away from his intense gaze that was burning her with shame.

‘When you told me that you’d come to the river to be alone, I believed you,’ he said, approaching the bed. ‘When you ran from me into the orchard, I thought it was offended modesty that propelled you. I thought you were…pure. Now I see you are just like all the other women of Lucknow.’

He knelt beside the bed. His wide shoulders filled her field of vision. Furious, she rose to her knees on the bed so that she could look directly into his eyes. She saw the desire burning in their depths. So his indifference was only a show. He wanted her.

She moved closer. Her lips hovered near his ear.

‘You’re right,’ she breathed. ‘I have devoted myself to a new art. Let me show you what I’ve learnt…’

And she kissed him. As soon as her lips met his, she was lost. She had thought she was in control. She had thought she could toy with him, like the great courtesans who knew how to drive men mad with a flutter of their eyelids. She had forgotten what his lips could do to her. She was flooded with a wild sensation. Before she knew what was happening, he was pressing her back into the cushions. Her body caught fire as she felt the full length of him press against her, pinning her onto the bed.

He caught her wrists in one easy motion and pushed them down above her head. She tried to writhe, to free herself, but with each undulation her breasts scraped against his hard chest. She gasped, her nipples tightening painfully. He was kissing her breasts, her neck. She could no longer think. She could no longer breathe. She tossed her head on the pillows, moving wildly, moaning.

Asef responded to her moans with a groan uttered deep in his throat. He pushed her wrists farther up along the bed so that she was forced to stretch her torso, arching her back, offering him her breasts. With his free hand, he pushed down the silk that covered their straining fullness. For a moment, he just beheld their naked beauty. Then he took her nipple in his mouth. Shameena cried out, her back arching even more dramatically as he suckled at her breast, his tongue teasing the dark bud.

An aching tension was building in her body. Something she could not describe, as if something was coiling inside her. One of his thighs pressed between her legs and the friction made her body jolt. She shuddered with pleasure. It was too much. She couldn’t bear it. She would shatter. She would die. She tried to pull her wrists from his bruising grip, but his arms were like iron.

‘Asef,’ she managed. ‘Asef, please…’

He lifted his head. He opened his eyes, green slits drunk with passion. He released her wrists and propped himself up on his arm, looking down at her. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

Panting, she pulled the silk up to cover her breasts. She remained still, her lower body still crushed beneath his. Then she drew a ragged breath and tried to squirm out from beneath him. Her efforts were useless. She was trapped beneath his weight. Her body felt weak, deliciously bruised. She tried to meet his gaze but gave up, just shutting her eyes. She had learnt in the past days at Madam Mehar Jaan’s that courtesans were self-possessed, powerful, that they knew how to tantalize the men who came to them, that they were in control of their bodies, of the pleasures that they could give…or withhold. Shameena had failed utterly to control Asef. She had kissed him and he had mastered her, dominated her, driven her out of her senses. She realized that Asef was mocking her. A knowing smile played on his lips.

‘You lied to me, Shameena,’ said Asef, caressingly. ‘You haven’t entertained any men in your chambers.’

Shameena flushed. So her lack of expertise was that obvious! How clumsy she must seem to him! Asef seemed to read her thoughts.

‘Madam Mehar Jaan assured me that I was the first. She charged me a fortune for the privilege,’ said Asef.

‘And is it worth it?’ retorted Shameena. She fought to keep her chin from trembling and met his graze proudly. Unexpectedly, Asef’s expression softened.

‘You are worth everything,’ he said. ‘But unfortunately, that privilege is not mine.’

Shameena’s eyes widened. Asef stared at her unflinchingly, then spoke slowly.

‘I have to take you back to Nicholas Winthrop. Intact.’

Shameena felt her blood run cold. Summoning every ounce of her strength, she twisted beneath him, raking his face with her nails and striking at his groin with a well-aimed knee. Startled, Asef was thrown off balance; he slid from the bed onto the floor in a tangle of silk. Shameena sprang over him, running towards the door. In seconds, he was upon her. He seized her. She hissed and kicked, screaming so that he had to clap a hand over her mouth. He wrestled her to the ground until her quaking body stilled beneath him.

‘I’ll take my hand off your mouth if you promise not to scream,’ he told her. Her eyes were effervescent with rage. He lifted his hand and she lunged, sinking her teeth into his thumb. He swore and clapped his palm over her mouth again, dragging her up so that she was cradled in his lap, one arm bracing her chest. He held her head back, speaking very close to her ear.

‘Listen to me, Shameena,’ he said. ‘I have a proposition. But you have to listen. You have to hear me out.’

Shameena tried to breathe evenly, but her heart was hammering in her breast. She could feel it beating against his arm. His breath tickled her ear, causing shivers to run through her body. He had come to take her back to Nicholas! Why hadn’t that occurred to her? She had imagined it was qismat that brought them together. But Asef was a vile mercenary, doing his master’s bidding. Oh! How she hated him…

Slowly, Asef removed his hand from Shameena’s mouth. He still held her tightly in his arms, trying to ignore the feel of her hair against his cheek, the feel of her buttocks against his thighs. She didn’t make a sound.

‘I will help you escape from Nicholas Winthrop,’ said Asef. ‘But first, you must be of help to me. There will be a meeting between Nicholas Winthrop and Robert Brooke, the advisor to the Governor-General of Bengal. You will be there: to listen, to learn.’

Asef felt the tension leave Shameena’s body and knew that the fight had gone out of her. He let her pull herself from his arms. She dragged herself across the floor and turned, sitting so that she faced him, her back against the bed. He wondered if he’d hurt her. Her body was so delicate. He feared he had been rougher than he’d realized. She was holding her wrists protectively against her chest.

She levelled her gaze at him.

‘You are suggesting that I spy on Nicholas Winthrop,’ she said dully. ‘Why?’

‘You don’t need me to give you a reason,’ said Asef. ‘You’ve seen what the British have done: to Lucknow, to your beloved gardens. I know how you feel about the foreigners. You should be happy to undermine the British in any way you can.’

‘But what is your reason?’ asked Shameena. ‘You live among the British. You live with Nicholas Winthrop. Yet you betray him. What for?’

In the silence that followed Shameena could hear her own heart. It still beat too fast.

‘For Rohilkhand,’ said Asef.

Suddenly it all made sense. Asef’s golden skin, his light eyes. He was a Rohilla, an Afghan, a spy.

She heard an echo of Jafar’s words. The Wazir’s father made a military alliance with the British. The Wazir enabled the British to expand the boundaries of their control nearly as far north as the Kumaon hills. The Rohilla state was destroyed.

She stared wonderingly at Asef. He wasn’t just a mercenary. He was a rebel. A strange, inexplicable relief washed over her.

‘The meeting will take place the day after tomorrow,’ said Asef. ‘That evening, you will marry Nicholas Winthrop.’

Shameena tried to keep her voice calm. ‘I thought you were going to help me escape.’

‘I will,’ said Asef.

‘But if I marry Nicholas…’ She couldn’t finish.

‘You’ll gain access to his private rooms,’ interrupted Asef. He laughed bitterly. ‘You might even gain access to his private thoughts. No man could ever hope to come so close to him. The opportunity is priceless.’

Shameena tried to repress a shuddering sob. She would have to marry Nicholas Winthrop. Lie next to him in the marriage bed, let him possess her body. The thought was odious. But what choice did she have? Asef would take her back to Nicholas. If she agreed to his dangerous proposition, he would help her escape. If not…

She would be trapped in Lucknow with a man she loathed.

‘I don’t have anywhere to go,’ said Shameena softly. ‘I don’t have anywhere to escape to.’

Asef had thought of that. He had an answer ready.

‘My contacts will take you west, across the Gomti,’ he said. ‘They’ll take you to Rampur. You’ll find that the arts flourish there. Everything will be arranged for you; you will have our protection. You will be left alone. You may wander and paint in a new garden and do what you like with your safety guaranteed.’

But even as he described the freedom she would experience in Rampur, he felt buffeted by a thousand small agonies. He was using her, taking advantage of her innocence, her idealism. He wanted to protect her. Instead, he was asking her to sell herself to Nicholas and throw herself on the mercy on strangers. He hated himself for what he was asking in return of her freedom.

Shameena didn’t notice his clenched fists, his gritted teeth. She was staring over his head, trying to imagine a future far away from Lucknow, a new landscape. Would there be banyan trees? Would roses bloom in the gardens? She didn’t want to cry in front of him. She hid her face against her knees. When she looked up again, her face was pale and set. Shameena was determined to go through this.

‘I will do as you ask,’ she said.

Asef thought he should feel satisfied. His plan was falling into place. Instead, he felt sickened. A cold wave moved through his body. Shameena’s conflict, her courage and steely resolve: it moved him more than he could say. She was an extraordinary woman. Suddenly, he was at her side, stroking her hair, her shoulders, showing her a tenderness he could not express through words, through promises.

At first she stiffened, but then she let herself relax against his chest. She wasn’t sure if she could handle another sensual assault, but this time he didn’t demand her lips. He didn’t brutalize her with eddies of sensation she could not control.

His hands on her hair were gentle, comforting. She couldn’t remember ever having felt so safe, so loved.

She breathed against the light fabric of his shirt, inhaling his spicy, masculine scent, the scent that was his alone. Her hands curled against his chest, and she felt protected and sheltered. He felt warm and strong as he held her. She felt so comfortable that she found herself drifting off to sleep in his arms.

Asef listened to Shameena’s light breathing. He couldn’t believe how right she felt in his arms. He touched her hair, marvelling at everything about her. He let his thumbs lightly caress her eyelids, feeling the silken fringe of her lashes. Something was blooming inside him, making it hard for him to swallow. He’d never felt this kind of tenderness. Was this love? It almost frightened him.

He lifted her up and laid her down on the bed. Her lips were curved, as though she were smiling in her sleep. He sat by the bed and watched her for what seemed like hours.

Suddenly, something white caught his eye, and he pulled a stack of papers out from beneath the bed.

Sketches.

She had rendered scenes of the courtesans combing their hair, of them playing board games, laughing like young girls, dancing; of the musicians playing tablas and sarangis. It seemed as though no aspect of her life at Madam Mehar Jaan’s had escaped her scrutiny.

Her sketches were skilful yet sensitive. She captured the complex emotions of every subject, giving each dignity and depth.

Asef glanced back at Shameena’s sleeping face. She was truly talented.

His hand froze over the next sketch.

It showed a man on a riverbank: a tall, broad-shouldered man, the lines of his body indicating both grace and strength. His body leaned towards the figure of a woman, half-turned away from him, resisting and beckoning at the same time. The space between their two bodies made a flowing shape. The shape seemed to vibrate. It was undeniably a drawing of lovers, of soulmates.

Asef shoved the sketches back beneath the bed. The blooming thing inside him was growing deeper and deeper. It pushed against his heart, his lungs. He couldn’t breathe. He wanted nothing more than to climb into bed beside her. His manhood throbbed, paining him. He wanted her more than he had ever wanted anything.

Yet, he couldn’t have her.

If he stayed in the room, he wouldn’t be able to control himself, to withstand the force that drew him towards her. Even though it would mean betraying the resistance, he doubted he would be proof against taking her.

His hands were once again fisted at his sides. He lurched up and moved blindly for the door. Entering the hallway, he felt as though he needed to gulp the air.

Nadira was coming up the stairs.

She was scowling. Things had not proceeded as she’d imagined. She had brought Asef to the kotha and he had immediately engaged Madam Mehar Jaan in conversation.

When she began to perform, dancing and singing for her admirers, she had assumed Asef was somewhere in the room, watching her, wanting her. But when the other men came to present her with jewels, she realized that he had vanished.

Now, when she saw him outside of Shameena’s door, fury swept through her.

Asef allowed the angry beauty to approach him.

‘You like your mangos green, I see,’ she spat. ‘Unripe.Sour.’

‘I am taking Shameena to her future husband,’ said Asef. ‘I am not sampling the fruit of the tree.’

‘Future husband?’ asked Nadira.

‘Nicholas Winthrop,’ said Asef, and Nadira’s expression changed. Asef saw her face race through a complex series of emotions: shock, relief, hatred, jealousy, contempt.

‘You can’t take her to Nicholas Winthrop at this hour,’ said Nadira finally.

Her eyes held his.

‘No,’ agreed Asef. ‘It can wait until morning.’

He let Nadira lead him into her chambers.
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Shameena walked dazedly through Lucknow. After being ensconced in the eternal twilight of Madam Mehar Jaan’s luxurious salon, she felt overwhelmed by the sights, sounds, and smells of the city. In the strong light of the day, Lucknow was revealed in all its squalor and all its beauty, but Shameena scarcely noticed the details.

Asef was taking her to Nicholas Winthrop.

He was leading her through a wealthy district. They walked past the high walls of grand havelis, guardhouses flanking the gateways. Shameena couldn’t tell which direction they were heading. She felt the ground shift beneath her feet; the brickwork of the streets became more uneven and she almost stumbled, her thin slippers catching on a broken brick. They had entered an older part of the city: dilapidated, even wretched. Mud bungalows crowded together, and men peered curiously from beneath thatched verandahs. Once she would have tilted her head back, devoured the sight of the azure and golden domes that glinted in the distance, the minars and turrets that made Lucknow resemble a fairyland. She would have widened her eyes in outrage as she passed new and extravagant testaments to European influence: bright mansions built in the Greco-Roman style and heavy English homes with imported marble chimneys. Now she stumbled forward without seeing, blind to everything but the broad back of the man who strode just ahead of her. He didn’t even look over his shoulder to make sure she followed. His confidence—or was it unconcern?—infuriated Shameena.

Was it just last night that the two of them were alone in her quarters, her pulse leaping with fear, with desire; the scent of jasmine; his lips against her neck; his fingertips tracing her collarbones? It was as though he’d understood her deepest longings. The green fire in his gaze kindled something inside her very core, something that had been waiting for just that heat—just that radiance—to unfurl. To come alive. They were the harmonious elements of one composition, complementary, inseparable…like water and light in a paradise garden.

But this morning he seemed like a stranger. He hadn’t said a word as she descended the stairs. He had bathed and his black hair was still wet, tousled. He was wearing the English trousers that hugged his lean hips and muscular legs. The plain white cotton of his shirt accented the rich hue of his tawny skin. He was indeed the most beautiful man she had ever seen. Shameena heard giggles above her on the stairs, and knew that Jumanna and Nabhanya were ogling at Asef from the landing. She wanted to turn and say goodbye to them, to run up the stairs and drag them into a corner, ask them to tell her stories or play a board game, but she knew it was too late. Her fate had been sealed. She was afraid to leave the kotha, of what would happen once she walked out of the gates.

Nonetheless, she came down the stairs steadily. With very step, she felt aware of the way her body moved. She felt the fabric of her sleeveless rose-shaded silk kurta, silk-tissue odhni, and sharara pants brush against her skin. Asef watched her impassively. Nothing in his face revealed the man who had wanted her, who had groaned at the sight of her and dragged her to him, showing her an ardent tenderness she had never thought possible. They had departed the kotha in silence.

Now, trotting to keep up with his carelessly long strides, Shameena cursed her own innocence. What had she expected? Did she think he would kiss her inexperienced lips and fall instantly in love with her? Asef was a man, a breathtakingly attractive and sexually experienced man, a warrior, a spy, and a killer. All women were the same to men like Asef: easily available, easily disposable. Shameena had to admit to herself that Asef’s interest in her was purely political, purely strategic. He had made her an offer with unthinkable terms and she had accepted. She had sold her honour for a future of independence, of solitude. Their business was done.

But the truth was that she wanted to undo it. She didn’t care if she would be giving up her only opportunity to escape, to be free, because she didn’t want to be free—not from the feel of his rough hands sliding down the smooth skin of her arms, the feel of his mouth seeking hers, his teeth grazing her lower lip, making her writhe against him, making her burn with passion… What would her freedom mean if she had to live without that ecstasy, the wild fulfilment she found in his arms?

Before, when she’d dreamed of freedom, she’d imagined herself curled in the crook of the banyan tree with her sketchbooks, blissfully content to render the wildflowers blooming along the Gomti. She hadn’t known what she was missing, but now that she knew…could she return to that old dream?

‘Asef,’ she said. No sound came out. ‘Asef.’ A croak. She hadn’t realized she was so thirsty. Her throat was filled with dust.

Shameena felt the dust choking her. Asef didn’t look back. He was striding easily, quickly. Shameena could see how the crowds parted for him. The men, reacting with the instinctive respect that their sex accorded its most physically powerful specimens, allowed him pride of place on the narrow street. The women, reacting instinctively as well, swayed enticingly as they stepped from Asef’s path, then peered blatantly after him, lifting the folds of their dupattas to flutter their lashes better. Shameena had to jostle the women who tried to fill the widening gap Asef’s quickened pace had opened between them.

Shameena’s mood grew more and more desolate. Clearly, Asef wanted to get her to Nicholas as soon as possible. He wasn’t tortured by memories of their breath mingling, their tongues tasting each other’s lips, the honeyed pain of their kisses as the intensity soared beyond their control. It had meant nothing to him. Shameena blinked back a scalding rush of tears. She was just a pawn in the game. That’s what she was. A powerless plaything that Nicholas and Asef were using to wage their war against each other.

Pawns are worth little. Pawns can be sacrificed.

Shameena’s daze lifted briefly as she felt a shock of fear that brought a moment of clarity. She had to be alert. She couldn’t trust anyone. She remembered how quickly Asef had broken through her defences, made her tremble, made her weak with her need for him. She couldn’t even trust herself. Her body betrayed her. She couldn’t allow any further breaches. What a fool she was! Why did she find it impossible to resist him? Obviously, he didn’t love her. She couldn’t ever let him know the power he held over her. She refused to be the helpless pawn. She needed her wits about her to survive this dangerous game.

‘Asef,’ she had spoken his name again, louder, and he turned. The look on his face was one of naked suffering. His strong jaw was clenched, his sensual mouth set in a grim line. His eyes bored through her. He held out his hands in a quick, unpremeditated gesture, seizing her fingers, turning her hands palm up. He kissed the insides of her wrists. Two hot, burning kisses. He almost threw her arms back at her. When she sought his eyes, they were again expressionless. But the moment had been enough.

So she wasn’t nothing to him after all. His face had revealed everything. His struggle had been stamped across his proud, handsome features. A surge of joy almost brought a cry of triumph to Shameena’s lips. She felt a purely feminine exultation, a voluptuous pride, combined with something deeper, fiercer. But before she could say a word, he turned his back on her again and she heard his toneless voice.

‘We’ve arrived,’ he said. ‘Palacio Winthrop.’

The moment had come. Shameena’s heart sank and she almost sat down on the street. No. She wanted to scream. No, no, no.

Asef was already passing through a gate, descending a spiral staircase into a sunken courtyard where white marble fountains patterned with black inlay splashed with rose-coloured water. Nicholas’s fountains were flowing with wine! Flabbergasted at this extravagance, Shameena froze in wonder and gazed around the enormous space.

The party preparations were well underway. A band in English regimental attire practised in a corner of the courtyard, their regimental tunes combining queerly with the plaintive notes of the bagpipers rehearsing on the other side of the courtyard. Life-size green glass leopards outfitted with golden saddles flanked two thrones on a silk-covered dais: the seats of honour for the bride and the groom. Every wall was trellised with honeysuckle or peaches, pink and gold, ripe to the point of bursting. Cries from above caused Shameena to glance upwards. High up in the sky, servants were shouting as they rotated enormous telescopes, trying to fit them in the embrasures at the tops of the courtyard’s four octagonal towers. With its thick walls and battlements, and the iron doors with the dragon-figured knockers, the courtyard appeared to be part of a heavily fortified castle. Western medievalism, oriental pomp, astronomical gadgets. What fantasy world was Nicholas creating here?

Shameena had to break into an undignified run to catch up with Asef who was disappearing through a gate in the wall. She hurried between the hedgerows and reached a spiral staircase, which led up a level to another courtyard. At the top of the stairs, she turned to look down at the garden and saw the servants pulling a wheeled platform on which rested a massive basket. Other servants carried yards and yards of multi-coloured silk; it appeared to be stitched in dozens of gold and green panels.

What curiosity was this? Shameena didn’t have time to consider. Asef had disappeared. Shameena hurried beneath the arch and passed between the marble lions standing sentinel, their blank white eyes terrifying to behold. She stopped short inside the courtyard. There was the zenana, windowless, the blank walls interrupted by niches filled with pastoral statues: shepherds chasing flocks of sheep and maidens in rustic dresses.

The zenana, my prison.

As she thought the words, Shameena could imagine Nadira’s face, uncomprehending and furious. She could imagine the girl’s outraged voice: ‘Nicholas Winthrop’s zenana, where silver-panelled walls reflect the light of a thousand chandeliers, is too modest for Queen Shameena.’ Why couldn’t Shameena be breathless with joy at the prospect of such luxury? Soon to wed one of the most powerful men in Lucknow, soon to rub elbows with the most decadent and dashing men and women of the world… Most girls would do anything to be in Shameena’s position. Nicholas Winthrop was still in the prime of his life: handsome—and hateful.

The numbness in her limbs made Shameena imagine she was wading through cold water. Overhead, a mess of spires and towers thrust severely into the white blue sky. Spying an iron bridge that spanned a channel of dark, ominous water, Shameena crossed it and, hesitating only a moment, pushed open a heavy gate in the wall.

Asef and Nicholas stood on the second-floor terrace of a grand brick and stucco building. The arched first-floor entranceways were supported with elaborately carved pillars and the second- and third-floor façades boasted intricate friezes. Nicholas’s shirt was open at the throat and he was smiling at Asef, white teeth flashing as he smiled. Shameena studied Asef’s proud profile for an indication of his emotions. His dark brows were level; his strong jaw held not even a hint of tension. He smiled easily at Nicholas, arms folded across his broad chest. Shameena felt a catch in her throat as she marvelled anew at the sheer masculine grace of the man.

At that moment, Nicholas glanced down at Shameena casually. Did he catch the look of longing in her eyes? His face definitely registered his pleasure. He lifted his glass in a wry toast. Should she flee? But before she could move, two domestic servants appeared at her sides and ushered her through a long, cool hallway decorated with Wedgewood medallions and magnificent girandoles. Oval windows cast columns of light on the sumptuous carpet. Shameena, with her artist’s eye for harmonious elements, could tell that the décor was in impeccable taste. At the top of the long staircase, Asef and Nicholas waited.

‘Beloved,’ said Nicholas, the sarcasm in his tone belied by an odd shine in his eyes. Shameena almost took a step backwards, but realized that her heel overhung the top step of the marble staircase. To recoil suddenly would result in a fatal fall. Nicholas touched her cheek with a bent finger. She fought the urge to turn her face away and instead returned his gaze boldly. She arched a delicate brow and tried to summon Nadira’s sultry smirk. Nicholas lifted her chin with his finger and turned her face first to one side, then the other.

‘Kohl?’ said Nicholas. ‘Powder? Your adventures in the city have made you quite the cosmopolitan woman. You don’t look the dirty child any more, Shameena. You’ve grown up.’ He opened the broad oaken door to his library and stood on the threshold, cuffing his sleeves lazily. The gold links flashed. Asef made as though to enter the library, but Nicholas barred the door with his arm.

‘Why don’t you survey the grounds?’ said Nicholas. ‘Make sure all the beasts are in their cages.’

Shameena cast a terrified look at Asef at being left alone with Nicholas. Was it her imagination, or did Asef hesitate?

‘You look tired, Asef,’ said Nicholas, innocently. ‘Did it take you all night to run the little vixen to ground?’

Shameena flushed then paled. Nicholas didn’t notice. He was enjoying Asef’s show of stony indifference.

‘I didn’t want to tree her,’ said Asef, ‘and risk returning her to your care with a broken neck.’ He shrugged. ‘So I took my time.’

‘My prize hound,’ said Nicholas, with something akin to affection in his voice. Asef took a step closer to Nicholas.

‘The lord’s finest hound,’ said Asef. ‘And the king of the foxes. They can both deliver the vixen.’

What was Asef doing? Shameena looked wildly from man to man. Asef and Nicholas seemed to have forgotten all about her. They were only inches apart, eyes locked in a kind of combat. Asef was clearly the more powerful of the two men. He towered darkly over Nicholas, who looked pale and fragile in comparison. Why didn’t Asef tip the balance once and for all? What hold did Nicholas have on him?

‘Which are you, Asef?’ said Nicholas softly. The tension was palpable. Suddenly, Asef smiled wickedly. He stepped back, arching an eyebrow in an uncanny imitation of Nicholas.

‘I am the lord’s fox,’ he said, and gave a scant, ironic bow. Nicholas’s face relaxed.

‘Good enough, my fox,’ he said, the fond note back in his voice. ‘Now leave us.’

No. Had Shameena cried aloud? Neither man gave any sign that she had uttered a sound. The cry reverberated only in her mind. Asef didn’t look at her once, not even when he brushed past her on the landing, bounding down the stairs two at a time with his customary predator’s grace.

He didn’t love her. He wanted her, but he didn’t love her. No man who loved a woman could give her to another. No matter what was at stake.

Shameena set her shoulders and walked with measured paces into the library, waiting in the middle of the room as Nicholas closed the door and approached her. She didn’t know what to expect. She had run away from him, humiliated him. She controlled her breathing, tried to smile. Nicholas stood so close that his belt buckle grazed the silk of her kurta. He smelled of brandy and English mint. Shameena’s smile wobbled.

‘Do I need to lock you up?’ Nicholas asked her, the odd shine still evident in his eyes. He took a lock of hair that coiled over her shoulder and stroked it before letting it fall back down across her breast. Shameena watched his face, mesmerized.

Nicholas continued: ‘Or was that little flight a charming interpretation of the old wedding tradition of kidnapping the bride?’ He was smiling slightly. This wasn’t the display of rage or vengeance Shameena had expected. She dropped her gaze, masking her confusion with coquetry.

‘I came back of my own will,’ she murmured.

‘My darling,’ said Nicholas, and Shameena glanced up at him through her lashes.

‘You have no will,’ said Nicholas. ‘Your will is now my will.’ Shameena fought the urge to fly at him with her nails.

‘My temper will be my undoing,’ she reminded herself. All her life, she had acted on her emotions, never masking what she felt. She was beginning to learn that this tempestuous behaviour left her exposed, vulnerable. She had always disdained women for their guile, their little trickeries. But now she understood that women needed to dissemble, to use whatever weapons they had at their disposal.

Shameena looked petulantly at the floor, raising a shoulder as she did so that her cheek slid against the silky skin of her upper arm. Her lips parted. She heard Nicholas draw in his breath. He put a hand behind her head and forced her even closer, so that their faces were almost touching. His eyes were dilated, the dark pupils ringed with thin bands of blue ice. Shameena could see herself reflected in his pupils: a girl with large eyes, high cheekbones, a delicate nose, and a luscious, curving mouth.

‘You are beautiful,’ he said, confirming to himself what he’d already known. With a few quick steps he crossed the library and taking a key from his pocket, unlocked a low drawer of his desk. He removed a small chest. He turned another key in the chest’s brass lock.

‘Come here,’ he said curtly, and Shameena crossed the room with flowing strides. Nicholas lifted up a heavy, intricately worked necklace of emerald and gold. Its craftsmanship and lustrous jewels were awe-inspiring. Nicholas clasped the necklace around Shameena’s neck. The brush of his fingers, the cold heft of the necklace, made her shudder. Nicholas let his hands slide down from her neck, along her collarbones, across her shoulders, and down the outsides of her arms to her fingers.

Shameena felt the goosebumps rising on her skin. Nicholas slipped a gold ring set with a brilliant emerald on her finger. The fit was perfect. He kept his head bowed for a moment, her hand in his. He was staring at the ring on her finger. When he looked up, the shine in his eyes was even brighter.

There couldn’t be tears in his eyes. A trick of the light, may be? Shameena looked away hastily. Reverently, Nicholas took the remaining jewels from the chest: bangles, earrings and head locket, all solid gold and emerald, of the most exquisite design.

‘These jewels are fit for my bride,’ said Nicholas, hoarsely. ‘You will wear them tomorrow night. For now, you can rest in your chambers. Don’t worry,’ he said when he saw her alarmed expression. ‘I won’t be joining you this evening. Our bliss will wait until tomorrow, until our wedding night. That’s the way it should be.’ He kissed her, and Shameena, remembering her role, wrapped an arm around his neck, responding to his kiss.

‘What’s this?’ said Nicholas, breaking away. ‘Why, you have grown up, haven’t you? What else have you learned in your time away?’ The look in his eyes was dangerous. Shameena’s heart began to pound.

‘I like to break my own fillies,’ said Nicholas, softly. ‘I am a jealous master, Shameena. I won’t find you…broken, will I?’ He raked her body with his eyes, as though he could see through the rose-silk and crepe. His face was set in a sneer. Understanding his vulgar suggestion, Shameena gasped. She slapped him as hard as she could across the face, the ring cutting his lip so that a single drop of blood glistened at the corner. The sound of the slap resounded in the quiet room. Shameena trembled with horror.What had she done? Nicholas daubed the blood thoughtfully with the corner of his handkerchief. His fine-featured face was once again a handsome mask. No trace of anger troubled its surface.

‘You are pure as the morning dew, Shameena,’ said Nicholas, and she couldn’t tell if it was irony she heard in his voice, or weariness, perhaps even a species of regret. ‘Now go to your chamber. I will see you tomorrow.’ Taking her by the arm, he led her to the door and into the hallway, where two servants waited to escort her to her room.

As soon as she was alone in the gorgeous chamber, Shameena threw herself on the cool cotton sheets of the bed and wept inconsolably. Rising again, she clawed the ring from her finger and unclasped the heavy necklace. She wrapped them in her dupatta and slipped out of her clothing, changing into a light gossamer gown. Her room had no windows, and the walls were covered with priceless English tapestries of fantastic gardens. Had Nicholas picked them out just for her? She recognized a few of the mythical creatures from the Wazir’s collection: the delicate long-haired, deer-like creature by the fountain was a unicorn.

Shameena tried to imagine her future. She would live in a garden, roaming wherever she wanted, whenever she wanted. She would paint miniatures of rare birds, eat berries, bathe in the fountains. She would become a kind of a unicorn…a creature only half-real…never seen by human eyes…never touched… Breaking into a new storm of sobs, Shameena hugged her arms around her body and curled up on the bed like a little girl. At last she slept.

The sound of the door woke her up. Her body stiffened as terror chilled her from head to toe. How long had she slept? What time was it? The room was dark. It was impossible to tell if it was night or day. She didn’t dare move. Someone was in the room. Nicholas must have decided against waiting until the wedding. Perhaps he doubted her virtue. Perhaps he wanted to know in advance the exact condition of the prize he had paid for. The mattress dipped beneath the weight of a body, a large, powerful body that radiated heat and smelled of tantalizing spices. The body pressed against her and Shameena felt her own body moulding to Asef’s hard length.

He had come for her.

Her bottom nestled against his rock-hard thighs. She trembled at the telltale bulge of his arousal. A burning kiss scorched Shameena’s shoulder, and his hot breath against the curve of her neck made her moan. Asef’s hand stroked the length of her bare arm. His touch turned her to molten ore. Sighing, she rolled over, facing him, clinging to him in the dark. Every part of her body was awake, aware of him, aware of the danger.

‘Asef,’ she whispered. ‘Asef, what are you doing—’ He cut her off with a blazingly passionate kiss that left her senses reeling. She met his next kiss with a hunger that surprised them both, opening to him, seeking out his tongue with her own, cupping the back of his head, and bringing his mouth against hers. He groaned deep in his throat and claimed her mouth more fully.

‘Sweet,’ he whispered. ‘You taste sweet…Like dew dripping through the cleft of a peach…’

He tore open the gauze of her nightdress. Rough fingers teased the dark buds of her high, firm breasts. He lowered his head to them, tasting them, circling the sensitive aureoles with his tongue. Shameena gasped. Her fingers tightened convulsively in his hair. Even in the dim room, Asef could see the perfection of her curves. The fullness of her round breasts, the dramatic curve of her slender waist flaring to the voluptuous hips, the slight swelling of her gorgeous belly, the belly button a shallow, inviting indentation. He traced his way there with his fingertips, his tongue then moving lower, to the springy tuft where the tops of her slender thighs came together. The cleft of the peach…The sweetness coursed through him. He had to stop.

Abruptly, he sat up. Shameena rose with him, rose to her knees, crushing her breasts against his chest as she twined her arms around his neck. Her fingers fumbled with the buttons of his shirt. With one hand he ripped the shirt open, shrugging it off with an urgency he could no longer deny. Her fingers raked his flat nipples, the hard muscles of his chest and abdomen. Tentatively Shameena hooked her fingers in the waistband of his trousers. Did she dare? She slid her fingers between the fabric and his skin.

‘Shameena,’ Asef managed. ‘I can’t let Nicholas have you. I thought I could, for the cause, but I can’t. I can’t.’

It was everything she wanted to hear. She kissed his brows, his cheeks, the chiselled line of his jaw.

‘I’m going to help you escape,’ he whispered, stilling her face between his hands. She could make out the searing green of his eyes; his eyes seemed to glow in the darkness. ‘Tonight. Now.’

‘Where will we go?’ she asked breathlessly. Even as she spoke, she could already read the answer in his eyes.

‘Men I trust are waiting in a boat on the Gomti,’ said Asef. ‘They’ll take you to a village and farther travel overland will be arranged from there. You’ll be safe.’

‘You’re not coming,’ said Shameena dully.

‘Shameena,’ said Asef, in that way of his that made her name sound like a caress. He leaned over her, stroking her, running his hands through her mass of black jasmine-scented tresses. ‘I have no choice. I have an obligation to my people, to my past. I can’t leave. It isn’t over yet. I’m not free. I’m not free…’ The pain in his voice cut Shameena to the quick. She heard in that agonized confession the echo of her own entrapment. Neither of them was free. She would rather die a slave, fighting for freedom at his side, than be whisked out of danger. She threw herself into his arms.

‘I’m going to stay,’ she whispered fiercely. ‘I’m going to help you.’ His arms tightened around her.

‘No,’ he murmured, his voice raw with emotion. ‘If you stay, by this time tomorrow, you’ll be in Nicholas’s bed. Nicholas will touch this silken skin…’ His hands slipped up her sides, cupped her breasts. Shameena kissed his throat. Nothing had ever felt so good, so right.

‘I can’t let you sacrifice yourself. I promised I would help you escape and I will. Tonight, before it’s too late. Shameena, this is my battle. I won’t pay for the victory with your body.”

‘It’s the only way,’ said Shameena.

‘Then I’ll find another way,’ said Asef, a proud, almost imperious note ringing in his voice.

‘I’m the only one Nicholas will let near that meeting,’ whispered Shameena. She traced circles on Asef’s bare chest. ‘There is no other way for you to get the information you need.’

‘Shameena,’ Asef pleaded. Her fingers slid lower, undid the button of his pants.

‘There’s a limit to my control,’ grated Asef through clenched teeth. ‘You don’t know what you’re doing.’ Shameena’s eyes met his. The passionate certainty in their depths meant more to him than anything in life.

‘I know what I’m doing,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t care what happens tomorrow. I want you tonight. Now.’ Asef could take no more. He pushed her down onto the sheets and she dragged him down after her, arching her body so that he felt her nipples sliding on his stomach. She was beautiful, sensual, physically flawless, but more than that, he was in love with her. He had never encountered a woman so daring, so courageous, with such wild-hearted purity. He couldn’t take her virginity even if he was able to protect her from Nicholas, even if he could organize an impossible escape between the meeting and tomorrow’s ceremony, he couldn’t take what she offered now. It would ruin her prospects of marriage in the future, and since he couldn’t marry her, he had nothing to give her—only the burden of his terrible mission. She was acting on impulse. She didn’t understand what peril she was inviting.

‘Shameena,’ he said, summoning every ounce of his restraint. ‘I can’t bear to let you do something you’ll regret—’

Shameena took his hand and drew it to her breast. Her breath tickled his ear.

‘If you leave this bed now,’ she whispered. ‘I will regret it everyday for the rest of my life.’

Asef could do no more. Groaning, he kicked off his pants and pinned her wild, desirous body beneath him. Her fingernails scraped his back, her hands kneaded his buttocks. He kissed her deeply. She was breathing in short gasps. He thumbed her tender bud, felt the moisture pumping between her thighs, the sign of her readiness, her need. It was almost more than he could bear. He plunged a finger into that wetness, feeling her maiden barrier. He didn’t want to hurt her. She was mewing, tossing her head back and forth, arching her hips against him over and over again.

‘Asef,’ she panted. ‘Asef, Asef.’ The sound of her crying out his name was the most beautiful music he had ever heard.

‘Please,’ she begged.

His composure broke. Asef reared up, lifting her by the hips. He guided himself into her, feeling her tight folds enclose him. Gently, very gently, he pushed through the slight resistance, burying his full length in her silken depths. Shameena’s sigh of pleasure sent ripples of desire through his skin. He began to move inside her, first slowly, then with a mounting intensity. Her legs wrapped his waist; she moved her hips helplessly against him, crying out. She threw her head back as the pleasure coiled in the centre of her being, a pleasure so acute, so unbearably intense, that she couldn’t contain it. She felt she would shatter, burst like a star in the sky.

Shameena began to tremble and buck, moaning his name again and again.

‘Oh Asef,’ she moaned, and he moved even deeper inside her. He felt her muscles clench around him, her nails dig deep into his shoulders, even as he lost control, shuddering as, with a few deep strokes, he spent his essence, losing all sense of himself in the storm of her ecstatic surrender, reaching the very brink of consciousness, the two of them at the edge of the universe, two stars exploding simultaneously, fusing into one radiant burst of light.


CHAPTER EIGHT

HOW COULD IT BE morning? Shameena didn’t want to believe it. Asef’s body cupped hers and she snuggled even closer. Lush buttocks pressed into hard thighs. Shameena loved the feel of his heavy arm draped across her waist. She couldn’t imagine ever leaving the bed, but she could not deny the meaning of the insistent birdsong. Dawn was breaking. Shameena had never imagined she could hate the sound of melodious larks at sunrise. She cursed the little songbirds roundly. Why couldn’t the night last forever?

She remembered the hours and hours Asef had spent loving her, honouring her, devoting his caresses to every inch of her body. She drew in her breath sharply at the memory. Never in her wildest dreams had she thought that lovemaking could be like this. A sweetness that was nearly painful in its intensity. She should have been ashamed, she realized. Giving herself rapturously to one man when family honour demanded she marry another, but she didn’t feel ashamed. She felt, quite simply, happy. She rolled over and realized that Asef was awake. His black hair was tousled and his green eyes had a hooded, sensual look.

‘Did you sleep well?’ he asked, his voice rich with suggestion. Shameena blushed. After he had urged her to climax again and again, she had finally fallen asleep on his chest, her limbs still tangled with his, so exhausted by passion that she could barely distinguish reality from dreams.

‘I had the most amazing dreams…’ Shameena said, meeting his eyes with a mischievous smile. ‘But I can’t seem to remember them…’

Asef’s smile widened.

‘You can’t remember them?’ he inquired, arching an eyebrow as he ran his hand along her hip and down the smooth skin of her thigh.

‘Maybe I can help you…’ he whispered. Shameena moaned as his fingers slipped into the moisture between her legs.

‘Oh yes,’ said Shameena. ‘I remember now…’

There was no time to lose. Already they had lingered far too long. Dangerously long. Shameena watched Asef pull on his English breeches and slide the long black belt through the belt loops. She followed the trail of black hair that thickened beneath his belly button and ran down his muscular stomach, disappearing into the snug black leather of the belt. Suddenly, she realized that Asef had caught the motion of her eyes, and she looked away quickly and blushed.

The ferocity of her desire for him embarrassed her. It couldn’t be proper for a woman to know such physical delights, to experience such hunger and fulfilment. Luckily, she had never worried too much about what was proper. A smile tugging at her full lips, she allowed her eyes to dart back. Asef’s chest muscles rippled as he pulled his shirt over his head. Again, he noticed Shameena’s bold, appraising stare, and grinned, a heartbreakingly boyish grin.

Shameena was constantly surprising him. In bed, she had astounded him with her unabashed sensuality. She was eager, audacious, absolutely uninhibited. Asef had had many lovers, women with whom he shared mutually rewarding physical relationships. The women had been beautiful, sophisticated, adept at the game of pleasure, but not one of them had ever shaken him to the core. With Shameena, it was different. This innocent girl roused more fire in him than the most practised courtesan. Even as he taught Shameena the ways of loving, he realized that she was teaching him, with every gesture, every gasp. She was teaching him how to open his heart, how to transform the physical motions of love into a spiritual dance. An ecstasy more profound than any he had ever known. And now he was sending her to Winthrop. Like a lamb into a lion’s den. It wasn’t right.

Shameena climbed out of bed, holding the bed-sheet around her breasts in one small fist. Asef’s heart ached. Her face was framed by her cascading black hair, which hung in glossy waves to her hips. He stroked her hair, marvelling.

‘I need to get ready for the meeting,’ said Shameena bravely. Asef bit back his words.You don’t have to do it. You can escape now. I’ll find someway to signal the resistance, have their spies sneak you away before evening, before you become more deeply ensnared in the intrigue, before you come a second closer to being Mrs. Winthrop.

‘You know what you have to do,’ said Asef at last. ‘Look. Listen. Find some pretext for staying in the room.’

‘And after that?’ said Shameena.

‘I’ll find you,’ promised Asef. ‘I’ll tell you the details of the escape.’ The way Shameena’s face lit up told Asef that she misunderstood him.

You’ll be escaping alone. He couldn’t bring himself to banish the light from her face by explaining that even now he had no intention of coming with her.

‘Am I being a coward?’ Asef asked himself. He had allowed himself to take her virginity, to ruin her chances of ever making a proper marriage, and now he was readying his comrades to spirit her away from him. He was abandoning her. Asef raked his hand through his hair.

‘Well, I’m no prize,’ he told himself. ‘She’s better off without me.’ After all, Shameena was unlike other women. She was independent, strong. She wanted more from life than marriage and children. She would be fine. She wouldn’t even remember him. But would he be able to forget her? He kissed her and she clung to him, the sheet falling from her body. He ran his palms down her back. He had to fight with himself to release her. He stepped back.

Shameena was naked, the sheet crumpled at her feet. At first, she moved her hands to cover her breasts and the dark triangle between her thighs. Then, slowly, she let her hands fall to her sides. She stood there: natural, radiant. He drank in the sight. Felt an awe that would never leave him. He would always have this moment. She was offering him the beauty of her body and soul, her love.

‘Until after,’ said Asef hoarsely, and left the room.
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Servants knocked on the library door to announce Robert Brooke. Nicholas rose from his desk to greet him. Robert Brooke was a short, thin man. He entered the library without sparing a glance for the rich décor. He seated himself immediately on a leather chair and opened his folio of papers. Nicholas arched an eyebrow. So the tenor of the meeting would be brusque, business only. Fine. He could adapt to that.

Most of the men filing into the library behind Robert Brooke were well known to Nicholas. They were prominent men in Calcutta: wealthy, long-time residents of India who, in addition to holding high military ranks, gained prestige through their lofty Company positions. Colonel Thibodeau and Captain Dormody, both former members of the Madras Council; Admiral Potts, one-time chairman of the Board of Directors; Colonel Corace, who had testified against Nicholas in the corruption trial.

Nicholas wouldn’t have suspected that they would be involved in this business. He didn’t imagine they’d be bothered by a few ragtag attacks on Company freighters. They didn’t make their money by taxing tea and china. They had established themselves at the centres of elaborate webs of tribute, gifts, and bribes. Why did they care about the few Rohillas still hiding in the ravines? He decided it didn’t matter why. What mattered was that the Rohillas would be rooted out, exterminated forever.

The men seated themselves in leather chairs. Corace didn’t look at Nicholas. He crossed his legs and folded his hands on his knee, inspecting his fingernails. Finally, three young officers entered the library and posted themselves at the windows. Nicholas lit a cigarette and passed around the teakwood box of tobacco.

‘You picked a good time to pull out of the Company,’ said Robert Brooke. He had a surprisingly deep voice for such a small man. He spoke as though Nicholas hadn’t been dishonoured, forced to resign as a Company official after a series of humiliating hearings.

‘The Whigs are doing their damnedest to break our monopoly and limit our political powers in India,’ continued Brooke. ‘But a few feeble acts passed by the Parliament don’t affect us. Will the House of Lords really determine what happens here in Bengal? I think not.’ He drew on his cigarette.

‘So I can’t see any reason for you to persist in your stubbornness,’ said Brooke, slowly. ‘Your hiatus from the Company has gone on long enough. We need you back in Calcutta.’

Nicholas glanced around at the seated men. So, it was as he’d thought. They were offering him his former position, offering to rewrite what damage they had done to him—to his honour and prestige.

‘There’s a position open on the Council,’ said Colonel Thibodeau. ‘We believe you will be the perfect candidate.’

Nicholas unlocked his desk drawer and took out the maps. The seated men stood up and gathered round. Brooke tapped a map with his forefinger and nodded with satisfaction.

‘Good show, Winthrop,’ he said. ‘The Rohillas have been allowed to sting the flanks of the Empire for a rather embarrassingly long time, haven’t they?’

Nicholas wondered briefly at Brooke’s use of words. Could Brooke know what a source of embarrassment the Rohilla war was for him? He couldn’t possibly…No one knew. It was his very own personal, perpetual torment.

Nicholas rolled the maps back up. Brooke was still beaming. He went so far as to clap Nicholas heartily on the back.

‘You’ll find the Council well suited to you,’ said Brooke. ‘You still have your townhouse in Calcutta? You can ship back your belongings on the next East India man that goes down the river.’

Nicholas smiled coolly.

‘Thank you, gentlemen,’ said Nicholas. ‘But I have no desire to throw in my lot with the Company. As you’ll see this evening, I’m quite happy here in Lucknow.’

The shock and confusion on Brooke’s face would have made it worth rejecting the Governor-Generalship itself.

At that moment, the library door opened and all heads turned. Shameena glided into the room dressed in red silk heavily embroidered with golden thread. As he watched her enter the library, Nicholas sensed a change in her. Her movements seemed suppler and more sensuously suggestive; her expression was roguishly wanton. She carried a heavy silver tray on which delicate tea cups, a teapot, and ginger scones were temptingly arranged. She looked bewitching. Nicholas smiled to himself as he saw the men in the room react. The younger officers posted by the windows allowed their jaws to drop.

Shameena set the tray lightly on Nicholas’s desk and perched on the desk’s edge, lifting and filling a cup, which she then offered to his lips, leaning teasingly towards him. Nicholas sipped the scalding liquid, his eyes on hers. The intimacy of the gesture caused their audience to squirm as the air thickened. Nicholas sensed their desire and envy. Shameena poured tea into the cups and brought the tray first to Brooke, then to the rest of the men. ‘Thank you,’ said one young officer, and Shameena smiled. Then she winked. The teacup slipped from his nervous fingers, its slender china handle snapping on the hardwood floor. Hot tea splashed Shameena’s skippered feet.

‘Oaf,’ thought Shameena. She barely managed not to wince, disguising her pain with a brilliant smile.

‘Excuse me,’ muttered the officer. His ears had turned scarlet.

Shameena lifted the broken cup.

‘The water also laments, where is the drinker!’ she quoted.

‘What?’ stammered the officer.

‘It’s poetry,’ said Shameena. ‘It means, I’ll pour you another cup of tea.’

‘Does she always speak in lines of poetry?’ Brooke asked Nicholas as Shameena filled another cup for the officer. Nicholas hadn’t taken his eyes from her.

‘Sometimes she surprises me with Euclid’s lemma,’ said Nicholas.

‘Is it true?’ Brooke asked Shameena.

‘Is Euclid’s lemma true?’ Shameena looked at Brooke with mock surprise.

‘Wouldn’t you prefer a scone to a proof?’ She offered him a scone glittering with crystallized ginger. Brooke took the proffered scone with a dazzled expression.

‘Remarkable,’ he said. ‘Most remarkable.’

Nicholas could scarcely conceal his surprised satisfaction at Shameena’s performance. Her new charmingly cultured and flirtatious persona exceeded his wildest expectations. She could enthral curmudgeonly diplomats, entice soldiers and envoys, hold her own with any bon vivant from English high society! She was indeed stunning.

What a treasure, thought Nicholas. He had always known she would decide to act in her own best interests. She was too intelligent not to realize the value of his protection, to see that her social mobility hinged on his status. Now that Shameena had decided to play the game, she was proving herself a worthy player. Perhaps even a worthy partner.

He lifted Shameena’s hand by the fingertips and kissed her knuckles before returning his attention to the enraptured men.

‘Is there anything further to discuss, gentlemen?’ asked Nicholas.

‘I’d hate to bore the lady,’ protested Brooke.

‘I love the English,’ murmured Shameena. ‘You’re all so…gallant.’ She lowered herself fluidly onto a gold and red silk settee and took a dainty bite of scone. A sugar crystal stuck to her lower lip and she licked it away with a quick, feline motion of her tongue.

‘It’s delicious,’ she declared.

‘Delicious,’ echoed Nicholas. Every man in the library was holding his breath, waiting for that carmine tongue to flicker again along the rosy fullness of that gorgeous lip. Shameena took another bite.

‘Yes,’ Nicholas continued. He faced Shameena but was addressing the men. ‘I insist on proper English tea, scones, crumpets. Makes a man remember his civility, although the local fare is also quite wonderful. Have you sampled it yet?’ He looked over his shoulder and smiled insinuatingly at Brooke. ‘The local fare?’

‘I can’t say that I have,’ said Brooke stiffly.

‘The evening’s festivities will give you ample opportunity,’ said Nicholas. ‘I’m honoured to invite you to my wedding. It will be a little celebration for my bride, of our union.’

‘Indeed,’ said Brooke. Captain Dormody stood, took a map from Nicholas’s desk, and studied it more closely.

‘Your spies found more encampments than we’d anticipated,’ he said. ‘There must be thousands of Rohillas spread between these bases.’ He sounded strangely pleased.

‘We’ll need to muster substantial quantities of men and ammunitions.’

‘Of the so-called soldiers in Lucknow’s Cantonment most are little more than inept clerks with rusted muskets,’ said Nicholas.

‘The military campaign is not your concern,’ said Brooke. ‘The only thing required from you is a letter to the Governor-General: a summary of your reconnaissance. I will write to him immediately so that he anticipates your report, Councillor Winthrop.’

‘I have no interest in your Council,’ said Nicholas, but Brooke shook Nicholas’s hand as though Nicholas’s words hadn’t registered.

‘I’m glad to find that you’re a more reasonable man than I’d heard,’ said Brooke.

‘You shouldn’t listen to what you hear,’ said Nicholas. ‘Not in this country.’

Everyone was standing now.

‘Are you interested in astronomy?’ asked Nicholas.

‘I am quite interested in astronomy,’ conceded Brooke. ‘I’d been hoping for the chance to see your instruments.’

Admiral Potts stroked his massive beard with anticipation.

‘I remember being impressed with your medieval weapons,’ he said. ‘Are you still collecting suits of armour?’

‘You will see plenty of armour on our way to the telescopes,’ said Nicholas. He held open the door so the men could file out.

Shameena, meanwhile, had allowed herself to droop becomingly on the settee, her breasts rising and falling slowly as she mimed sleep. Softly, Nicholas shut the door.

As soon as she heard the click, Shameena was on her feet. She pressed the maps flat and examined them with an artist’s eye. Where were Nicholas’s brushes? She tugged at his desk drawers: all locked. On top of the desk, she saw loose papers, a few pens, an inkpot. She needed colours. She flung open a cabinet filled with East Asian artefacts. Suddenly, she heard footsteps in the hall and froze, but luckily they faded.

Aha! Calligraphy brushes, sticks of pigment. Using the last of the tea, she mixed colours in the teacups. She took a deep breath to steady her trembling hand and began to work on the maps. She blew on the wet ink, her eyes constantly darting to the doorknob. Was it about to turn? She re-rolled the last map and tipped the stained teacups upside down on the silver tray to hide the evidence.

At that moment, Nicholas entered. He saw Shameena piling the teacups on the tray. He strode towards her and grabbed her. He felt the tension in her body. She was pressing against his arms, away from his body.

‘Brooke couldn’t stop talking about you,’ he said. ‘He wanted to know where I’d found you, if there were more like you…’ He kissed her forehead.

‘I said you were one of a kind.’ Shameena willed herself to look up at him and found her lips crushed by a bruising kiss. She shut her eyes.

Asef, she thought. Asef. That cold knot formed inside her. Nicholas cupped her face, then ran his hands down her neck. He rested his palms on the base of her throat.

‘You’re not wearing the jewels I gave you,’ he said.

‘I’m saving them for tonight,’ said Shameena, her pulse thudding against his hands.

‘You have to wear them,’ he said, that queer light flickering in his eyes. Shameena couldn’t look away.

‘Why?’ she asked, amazed at her own daring. ‘Where did they come from?’

‘They belonged to a woman,’ said Nicholas finally.

‘A beautiful woman?’ asked Shameena. She tried for a teasing tone, but her voice came out in a whisper. Nicholas was stroking her neck absently.

‘The most beautiful woman I’d ever seen,’ he said. ‘Until I saw you.’

‘Did you love her?’ whispered Shameena. Nicholas’s face hovered just above hers.

‘When a man wants something badly enough to commit a mortal sin, he calls it love so he isn’t damned,’ said Nicholas. Shameena swallowed hard.

‘Are you damned?’ she asked, and felt a wave of fear. She shouldn’t have asked. Nicholas’s hands tightened briefly on her neck before he let her go and stepped back.

‘I’ll see that woman in hell,’ he said. The bar of light that came through the window made it difficult for Shameena to look at him. He was washed of all colour, blindingly white and featureless. Now that she couldn’t see his face, Shameena found a new courage. She stepped towards him.

‘What did she do?’ asked Shameena. Her voice rang out like a bell. She needed to know. She felt as though her life hung on the answer. Nicholas laughed harshly with disbelief, as though he couldn’t believe her audacity.

‘If you must know, my pet,’ he said in an acid tone. ‘She cut her own throat. She cut her own throat to deny me the pleasure of her company. I left her on the grass to water the flowers with her blood. I didn’t even close her eyes.’

Shameena’s eyes closed as he uttered the words. Her ears were ringing. She thought that she might faint. She felt Nicholas’s hands again, stroking her shoulders.

‘You should go to your room, darling,’ he said. His voice had softened, as though he regretted his grotesque confession. ‘It’s bad luck to see each other before the wedding. We can stifle our passion until tonight.’ He rang the bell for the servants and the library door opened again.

‘Call the maids,’ said Nicholas. ‘The lady needs to dress for the wedding.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said the servant. He took the silver tray of cups off the desk and left the library.

‘First let’s walk to the balcony,’ said Nicholas. ‘I’d like you to look out at the gardens, at some of the decorations I’ve commissioned in your honour.’

They left the library.

A few moments later, another man left the library, an officer in a red and blue jacket. He walked swiftly down the hallway in the other direction. He needed to report to Robert Brooke immediately.


CHAPTER NINE

SHAMEENA TRIED NOT TO show her anxiety as she walked down the hallway flanked by six irritatingly attentive domestic servants. Every time she changed her pace, they bumped into one another, adjusting their strides to maintain their formation. Shameena wanted to scream. She had just left Nicholas on the balcony and her nerves were frayed. Suddenly, a canon sounded. And another! She stifled a cry. Were the British firing on Lucknow? What was happening? There must be an explanation. She tried to breathe deeply.

Nerves, she told herself. It was just her nerves.

‘But what do I have to be nervous about?’ thought Shameena wryly. After all, I’ve done nothing, just served tea like a good wife. Oh yes, and tampered with secret military documents vital to the most powerful empire in the world.

Shameena couldn’t help but shudder. What if Nicholas discovered her betrayal? She heard his voice again, that awful tone. She slit her own throat. Her hands flew to her own throat. The pulse that fluttered there alarmed her. It was so fast, so erratic. She had to calm down. She couldn’t panic like this.

Nicholas wouldn’t discover her betrayal. She had played her part to perfection. She had managed to appear witty and domestic, docile and seductive. The men were enthralled. They suspected nothing. Looking back on the meeting, Shameena’s felt satisfied, her confidence surging. She’d never felt so easy in her body, so in control of a situation. It was as though she were a tightrope walker who’d finally found her balance. She daubed the sweat from her forehead with a corner of her dupatta. She remembered how the officer dropped his cup at her friendly wink and nearly laughed aloud.

One of the younger servants, a girl with a round, glowing face, gasped as another cannon sounded.

‘All of the British gunboats on the Gomti are saluting for the wedding celebration!’ cried the girl excitedly, as the group of servants stopped in front of the door to Shameena’s room. Shameena looked at the girl with thinly veiled relief.

‘The gunboats are saluting?’ repeated Shameena with surprise. So that’s what was going on! Correcting herself, Shameena lifted a languid arm in a gesture of supreme indifference. ‘I mean, the gunboats are saluting. Why shouldn’t they?’ she added imperiously.

‘Oh yes,’ said the servant girl, enraptured. ‘Canons and fireworks! I was just out in the courtyard. The sky is filled with smoke and lights! Have you seen the flying machine, an enormous silk balloon from France? When you cut the ropes you can float all the way up to the stars!’

Shameena opened the door to her room.

‘You are dismissed,’ she said to the clustered servants. ‘All of you. I will dress myself.’ Hearing Shameena’s harsh tone, the servants fell back, an expression of shocked disappointment registering on their faces.

She shut the door, preparing to attend to her own toilette. Her wedding dress had been laid out on the bed surrounded by orange blossoms. The room was pervaded by the sharp, sweet smell of citrus.

Shameena gasped as she noticed a red petal amongst the orange blossoms, a single drop of blood. Had anyone noticed? Too late now.

Shameena crushed an orange blossom lightly between her fingers. She rubbed the bruised petals across the base of her throat, the skin of her wrist. She lifted her wrist, inhaling. The scent of the orange blossoms mingled with the scent of her skin: rose water and jasmine. She almost thought she could detect another scent, a lower, warmer note, a dark, spicy scent…Asef’s scent. Had he seeped into her body? Into her skin? She let her clothing puddle on the floor around her.

She imagined his gaze. Just the thought of his eyes on her body sent little licks of flame flickering up and down her spine. She sighed and regarded the wedding dress. It was a gleaming affair, cloth-of-gold, the bodice laddered with ribbons, the weighty skirts trimmed with golden lace and embroidered with green and gold silk flowers. Shameena slipped into the light silk chemise and rolled the pair of embroidered gold silk stockings up her legs. She felt strange in the unfamiliar garments, arrayed in the style of the European empresses. The golden fabric shimmered on her slender body.

What was this? Shameena picked up a whalebone corset then flung it onto the bed. Her waist was slim enough to fit into the gown without the cruel device. And who knew? Before the night was out, she might have to run. She might have to scale a wall, sneak through an alley, ford a river. Better if her breathing and mobility weren’t inhibited by a brutal whalebone cage. But the dress? Shameena wondered how she would be able to manoeuvre in that massive dress. As she heaved the heavy skirts over her hips and pushed her arms through the armholes in the bodice, she wondered what kind of escape Asef was planning for them. She twisted around to hook the tiny clasps of the dress behind her back, then turned a circle in the middle of the room. The dress felt as though it weighed a thousand pounds.

Suddenly, she heard a knock at the door. Shameena approached slowly, the dress rustling. She reached out her hand but couldn’t bring herself to turn the doorknob. Was it Nicholas? Was it…The door opened.

‘Asef!’ Shameena would have collapsed with relief if the idea of struggling up again in the dress weren’t so daunting. Asef closed the door silently behind him. His elegant black hunting boots were made of supple leather and didn’t create a sound as he crossed the room. He had dressed for the wedding celebration in beautifully tailored black breeches and a white shirt embroidered with gold thread. The shirt was English in cut but the elaborate gold needlework gave it a local touch. The effect was breathtaking.

In the shadows, Asef—with his golden skin and emerald eyes—looked like a god in the guise of Western military hero. How could anyone take him for a mere bodyguard? Or, for that matter, a mortal? Shameena felt afraid for him as she drank in his superhuman good looks. How could Asef ever escape the jealous scrutiny of the British? Every line of his body indicated proud, unbowed nobility. Asef stared at Shameena as she approached him in her golden gown.

‘You look like the sun,’ said Asef, hoarsely.

‘You shouldn’t look at the sun,’ said Shameena softly, drawing nearer. Asef didn’t move, didn’t breathe. He just watched her intently.

‘Shut your eyes,’ she whispered, and kissed him. She realized as soon as her lips met his that she had been dreaming of this kiss for hours…ever since the moment they parted she had wanted nothing more than to feel his lips burning on hers again. He drew her lower lip between his teeth and kissed her with a ferocity that she matched with her own agonizing need. Shameena moaned. She felt constrained by the tight cloth that cinched her waist and pushed her breasts together. Yards and yards of silk tangled uselessly around her legs. She was cocooned, and it maddened her, oppressed her. She felt trapped in a golden shell.

Asef kissed the soft skin of her breasts above the bodice—sweet, burning kisses. But she wanted more. She wanted him to handle her roughly, to shred her elaborate gown. To tear away everything that came between their bodies, so that their bare bodies entwined, skin against skin. She imagined that delicious freedom—the two of them, Asef and Shameena, Shameena and Asef—free to love each other, enjoy each other, without the interference of anything or anyone. That was freedom; that was what she wanted.

They had to escape. Now. Before it was too late.

She could hear the sounds of the celebration growing louder: fireworks exploding and strains of music.

‘Nicholas showed Brooke maps,’ she said. ‘With the location of the encampments.’ Asef held her at arm’s length so he could study her face. His own face was grim.

‘Where are the maps?’ demanded Asef. ‘Did Nicholas give them to Brooke? Who has them?’

‘I don’t know,’ Shameena admitted.

‘You don’t know,’ said Asef. The green of his eyes looked almost black.

‘I left them in the library,’ said Shameena. ‘After I redrew them.’

‘You redrew the maps?’ said Asef. He realized he’d been repeating what she said, like a parrot, but he didn’t care. Only Shameena could unbalance him like this. Make him lose his composure. She was glorious, unpredictable. What had she done to him?

‘I inked in different bases,’ explained Shameena, ‘changed the existing bases to rocks, trees, British outposts. Some of them I washed into the river by widening its course.’ She smiled mischievously, her face brightening with an impish delight that made Asef want to ravish her right then and there.

‘I’m rather adept at mixing colours,’ added Shameena with exaggerated modesty. ‘And I have a steadier hand than those drunken cartographers. It wasn’t hard to imitate their chicken scratch. Even if they study the map with a magnifying glass, Brooke and his wretched underlings won’t be able to detect my alterations.’

Asef continued to stare, unable to conceal his wonderment. This woman! This brilliant, daring, unbelievable woman! He heard the note of confidence in her voice and didn’t doubt for a moment that her line work, shading, and colour mixing were as flawless as she said. She had a rare gift, an ability to render her vision of the world in paint and ink. The world as she wanted it to be.

Asef lowered his head and kissed her. Nothing had ever felt so good. He wanted to tumble her onto the bed and follow the scorching kiss to its fiery conclusion. He almost groaned aloud with the effort it took to pull himself away from her. Shameena licked the corner of her mouth with her rosebud tongue, a gesture he found more wickedly seductive than she could ever know. Did he really have to say goodbye to her? Send her away from him forever?

His heart felt like a cinder in his chest. Yes. It was the only way to save her from Nicholas. If she stayed, she belonged to Winthrop. She wouldn’t understand why he couldn’t come with her…But her anger might make it easier for her to forget him. He would never forget her. He would feel her absence forever. It would haunt him whenever he saw a flower bloom or heard a bird sing, whenever he felt the sun’s caress or the silver kiss of the moon. He would be driven mad by thoughts of her. He would become even more savage, more lonely…He would finally become Nicholas’s beast, with nothing human to love and only his demons to keep him company.

‘They’ll take the maps and ride out with their soldiers, but they won’t find anything,’ Shameena was saying, eyes twinkling. She felt exultant. Finally, she could relish her triumph. She grabbed Asef’s shoulders urgently. ‘Now let’s get away from here. Quickly.’

Asef stared blankly at her. He barely moved his head, but the negation was obvious, overwhelming. Shameena tried to shake his shoulders, but they didn’t budge. His muscles were tensed, tendons leaping out his neck. He was immoveable, withdrawn.

‘Asef,’ said Shameena.

‘I can’t leave,’ he said, his voice brittle. Shameena couldn’t comprehend the meaning of his words. Hadn’t she outwitted Nicholas Winthrop and the British East India Company and saved the Rohilla people from certain doom? The renegades were safe. They could regroup, mount a new attack, and drive the British back. She and Asef could go with them: to the Kumaon hills.

Shameena had already started imagining her life in the hills. Asef would lead his people. He would help them rebuild the Rohilla state and she would teach them calligraphy and the art of painting miniatures and maybe learn about Rohillan metalwork. She and Asef would have children, a happy family. She would teach her sons and daughters how to sit so still in the grass that the birds landed on their shoulders.

Silly dreams.

Asef’s jaw was set. ‘I will fulfil my promise,’ he said woodenly, ‘as you have honoured yours. I will help you escape. But I am staying here.’

Hot tears rushed to Shameena’s eyes.

‘Why? cried Shameena. ‘Why, Asef?’

He bowed his head and kissed her palm as he had on the street outside of the townhouse.

‘I’ve already sent word to the resistance,’ he said. ‘Our men will come to the gates of the westernmost courtyard. They will take you to the ship. Shameena—’ He broke off. His eyes were terrible to behold. Without another word, he dropped her hand, opened the door, and was gone.

Shameena stood motionless, frozen in shock. Where was he going? Why couldn’t he come with her? Her mind raced. She had to follow him! She had to find him, talk to him, convince him, even if it meant entering the thick of the wedding celebration. With calm motions that belied her tormented spirit, she completed her preparations. She put on high, diamond-buckled slippers. She opened Nicholas’s jewel box and fastened the heavy gold and emerald necklace around her throat. She slipped the bangles on her wrists and the ring on her finger. Finally, she attached a gossamer-thin gold veil to her hair. She sought her own eyes in the mirror.

She saw a slender, high-breasted girl with large sorrowful eyes, her face made even more beautiful by its haunting aura of mysterious grief. The gold and emerald pendant lay in the hollow at the base of her throat and her dress accented her narrow waist, billowing out in full skirts that looked like spun gold. If Nicholas saw her he would not be disappointed. The bride was ready.

Outside, the wedding celebration was in full swing. British officers strolled between gilded statues, accepting drinks and potted meats off the trays proffered by bare-chested young boys on saddle-tigers. Others preferred to lounge on the marble lips of the fountains, filling their wine glasses with the bubbling pink champagne that spouted from the mouths of the cherubs. No one could keep his eyes from following the girl in the magnificent gold gown. Shameena felt the admiring gazes on her as she glided through the crowds.

‘You are beauty itself!’ shouted a young dragoon with a large pink scar puckering his forehead. ‘To beauty!’ He toasted Shameena as she passed and she inclined her head gracefully. Where was Asef? Nautch girls in bright silks danced atop high platforms. Smoke that smelt of roast meat, tobacco, hash, opium, and gunpowder wafted on the breezes that came off the Gomti.

Shameena ducked into a smaller courtyard where a puppet show was underway. She couldn’t help but linger over the painted panels that lined the four walls of the courtyard: wonderful winter scenes painted in the English Romantic style. Nicholas’s taste really was marvellous, she had to admit. One by one, members of the audience, formerly mesmerized by the machinations of the intricately articulated puppets, turned from the stage to stare at Shameena. As she became aware of the attention, she flushed, and, confused, executed a small, not entirely awkward, curtsey. Her flush deepened as the audience burst into applause. Mortified, she fled the courtyard.

I suppose it is to be expected, she thought to herself. I am Nicholas Winthrop’s bride, the showpiece of the celebration. The enormity of the risk she was undertaking hit her all at once. What was she doing wandering around the grounds, waiting for Nicholas to seize her and haul her to the altar? She was far from inconspicuous, dressed in a golden European dress and covered in jewels. Even at this very moment she might be losing her opportunity to escape. How long would the men at the western gates wait before they stole off again into the darkness? What if they went away without her? She would spend the night in Nicholas’s bed. And the next night, and the next…

Asef wouldn’t let that happen. Or would he?

As Shameena moved through the main courtyard, awed men and women parted to let her pass. There, just ahead, was the wedding pavilion. To Shameena, the marble altar looked like an executioner’s block. The path that led to the pavilion was carpeted with orange blossoms and flanked by champagne fountains. To the side of the pavilion, there was a larger-than-life-sized statue of a rearing tiger. The tiger held a heavy horsehair rope between its jaws.

Shameena traced the rope up to an enormous basket, beribboned and further threaded with orange boughs and roses. The basket was pendent from an immense silk balloon. The balloon hovered on its tether about twenty feet above the pavilion. Shameena couldn’t help but clap her hands in a childish expression of amazement. The flying machine of the little maid! Shameena blanched thinking of the expense Nicholas must have incurred to order this marvel. What madness! Nicholas would truly stop at nothing to demonstrate his wealth and power, the breadth of his expertise, his mastery of both Eastern culture and Western technology.

As Shameena watched, the balloon lowered slowly until the basket nearly touched the ground. Servants were straining to heave sandbags into the basket. Shameena scanned the crowd, looking back at the pavilion.

And there was Asef.

He was walking towards her, across the orange blossoms. There was no mistaking the passion in his eyes. He was coming for her, couldn’t bear to part from her. She’d always known it! It didn’t matter that they were surrounded by thousands of enemies. Nothing could stop Shameena from gathering her skirts and running towards him. Her heart sang. Her soul filled with gratitude, with blessings. Hope gave her feet wings. But it wasn’t enough.

Shameena had barely taken her first steps when she saw a woman break through the crowd and dart towards Asef. The woman was lithe and quick, dressed in a peacock-blue kurta and churidar embroidered with jewels. Unencumbered by pounds of British cloth-of-gold, she moved infinitely faster than Shameena. Shameena stopped, aghast, as the woman hurtled into Asef’s arms and kissed him passionately. The woman twined her fingers in his hair sensually, possessively. Shameena felt as though she’d been kicked in the stomach. She forgot her pride, the onlookers, everything except the pain.

She folded her arms across her midsection, almost doubling over. The woman in Asef’s arms broke off the kiss and pressed her cheek into Asef’s shoulder. Shameena stared at the woman’s gorgeous profile: the sharp nose, the rouged, hungry lips…Nadira! It couldn’t be. It couldn’t be. Shameena turned before she could see Asef’s horrified eyes seeking hers above Nadira’s head. Choking on her sobs, Shameena pushed through a group of surprised soldiers.

Asef wouldn’t flee Lucknow because he was in love with Nadira. Shameena felt like a fool. Her body coursed hot and cold, pulsed with rage and shame.

‘Am I dying?’ she wondered. She was panting, reeling through the throngs. She felt faint…it seemed as if the world was closing in around her. Asef was in love with Nadira. Of course. Why hadn’t she thought of it before? That’s why Asef was in the house of pleasure: he was Nadira’s lover. How could Shameena have imagined that her amateur caresses could have kindled the love of a man like Asef? Nadira was an artist of love. And Shameena was nothing: not a courtesan, not an artist, nothing.

‘My bride,’ said a cold, authoritative voice, and Shameena felt a vise close around her wrist. Nicholas Winthrop smiled a brief smile that didn’t touch his eyes. He was dressed in a cloth-of-gold jacket and English trousers. With his sparkling jacket, upright carriage, yellow hair, bright blue eyes, and the high spots of colour burning on his pale cheeks, he resembled nothing so much as a painted lead soldier. He spoke to her in a loud, false voice that carried to everyone who stood nearby.

‘We can’t keep the priest waiting another moment,’ said Nicholas. He lowered his voice.

‘The man is from Cork and drunk as a skunk. He’ll pass out on the prayer book and we’ll lose the holy solemnity of the moment.’ Shameena followed Nicholas numbly as he led her back towards the wedding pavilion. The crowds were beginning to mass around the blossom-strewn path. Nicholas held her arm tightly against his side and whispered into her ear.

‘I would find your expression of misery unflattering,’ said Nicholas, ‘but a bride’s tears are always becoming. On your flawless cheeks, the tears shine like diamonds.’ He brushed her cheek with a knuckle. Shameena felt yet another tear slide down her face as she stumbled towards the altar. Through the haze of tears, she saw the lusty white and pink faces of the British soldiers and officials smearing together. She glimpsed the eager, avaricious expressions of the Wazir’s courtiers. She closed her eyes. She didn’t want to know if her father was there.

Suddenly, she heard a commotion. Her eyes flew open. The Irish priest had staggered too close to the edge of the pavilion and had fallen into the crowd. A dozen laughing, grunting soldiers were struggling to keep his corpulent body aloft. Nicholas swore. Shameena turned to look back down the wedding aisle. With everyone occupied by the intoxicated priest, she could break away. She could dart down the path and push into the surging masses of revellers. The crowd respected the wedding aisle.

The path was empty: a petal-bedecked corridor to freedom. But it wasn’t empty.

Shameena’s heart hammered as Asef stepped into the middle of the path. She turned away from him quickly, pressed into Nicholas, but she could still feel the heat of that green gaze. Unable to resist, she looked back at him over her shoulder, only to meet the fire in his eyes with a fury she could no longer hold inside. She was tired of being a trinket. She had thought that she could trust Asef. She had given herself to him…her body…her heart. But he had let her down. He was just like Nicholas, only too ready to use the people around him to get what he wanted. And Asef wanted to stay with Nadira.

‘ He must pity me,’ thought Shameena bitterly. ‘The naïf who doesn’t understand the rules of the game, who believes in all the outdated stories about love…’ She would show him that she wasn’t the love-struck innocent he took her for! She twisted around to peek at Asef through the thick screen of her lashes. Still meeting his eyes, she reached out her hand and twisted her fingers in Nicholas’s cornsilk hair. She saw the pulse throb in Asef’s temple.

Nicholas grabbed her hand, drew her around his body so that she was standing in front of him, facing him. As he lifted his arm to cup the back of her head, she could see Asef between Nicholas’s sleeve and jacket, framed by the golden cloth. Then Nicholas lowered his head, and Shameena shut her eyes to receive his kiss.

The kiss was suffocating, possessive. Nicholas held her tightly and bent her backwards, farther and farther. Shameena could hear ribald cheers erupting from nearby soldiers. She couldn’t breathe. She could feel Nicholas’s teeth mashing against her lips. He kissed her with such force that they grated on her teeth. She tried to pull away, but he held her fast.

Since the moment Nadira had hurled herself into his arms, Asef had been in a state of supreme agitation. Shameena’s expression of shock and pain had driven a knife into his heart. Before he could move or do anything, Shameena had disappeared. She had looked like a deer pierced by arrows, her large, glowing eyes holding a profound, inexpressible sadness. There was a finality to her expression that frightened him as though she were saying goodbye forever. Shameena was a wild, untameable creature; her trust was hard to earn and if broken, he doubted it could be regained. He had to try to explain. He wanted to shove Nadira away from him, but restrained himself. She was rubbing against him provocatively.

Maybe Nadira thought that she loved him, but Asef didn’t believe it for a moment. She only loved the luxury and prestige she imagined he could give her. Asef understood Nadira and couldn’t condemn her. She was a manipulative woman, but how could she be otherwise, given her intelligence? Her passionate nature, her limited options. It wasn’t her fault that she wasn’t Shameena.

But the truth was that he didn’t desire Nadira. He desired Shameena: today, tomorrow, forever.

Gently, he untwined Nadira’s arm from around his neck. The girl wiggled closer, tilting her head up to tempt him with the luscious curve of her painted mouth, the seductive glimmer in her languid eyes. Asef took her firmly by the shoulders and lifted her up. He set her down at arm’s length. Her bold features sharpened with outrage and she nearly spat at him as he walked past her.

‘Go pick your fragile little flower,’ hissed Nadira. ‘Before the English frost gets to her.’ Asef didn’t even bother to look at her.

‘You deserve each other,’ whispered Nadira to his broad back, her voice breaking.

Asef cursed himself as he searched for Shameena. The anguish on that lovely face haunted him…

He had to find her. Would she be heading for the gates to make her escape? Roars from the wedding pavilion told Asef that she hadn’t made it that far. The wedding ceremony must have begun. Asef turned abruptly, overturning a servant’s precariously balanced tray of strawberry trifles. Almost running, he elbowed his way back towards the pavilion and charged up the path just in time to see Shameena caressing Nicholas and Nicholas pulling Shameena towards him.

At the sight of the tall, blond man bending over Shameena, of Shameena sighing and leaning into his arms, Asef’s world went dark. Suddenly, his hand was on Nicholas’s shoulder; he was spinning the man away from Shameena, clenching his fist, preparing to strike that pale, fine-boned face.

The surprise on Nicholas’s face swiftly hardened to something implacable, cruel and wary. Asef realized that Nicholas had been waiting for this very moment. His fingers twitched with the restraint it took not to seize Nicholas’s throat. He stood toe to toe with Nicholas. Molten green eyes met eyes of frozen blue. Was it time to give up everything? Throw away whatever glimmer of hope he might have gained through a lifetime of suffering?

At Shameena’s soft moan, Asef dragged his eyes away from Nicholas. Shameena was swaying on her feet, her lips bruised, eyes overflowing. A parade of puppets and puppeteers encircled the wedding pavilion, and acrobats began tumbling on the petal-strewn path. The crowd pressed in from all sides, and Shameena took the opportunity to slip into the throng of bodies and make her escape. As Asef struggled to follow her with his eyes, he barely had time to block Nicholas’s dagger thrust. He knocked Nicholas’s arm up so that the blade just skimmed the top of his right cheekbone. The dagger shot out of Nicholas’s hand.

Nicholas looked at the crescent of blood on Asef’s face, smiling faintly. Asef’s own daggers had leapt into his hands, but he didn’t strike. Nicholas stood with his eyebrow slightly arched, arms extended, as though offering his chest for the blow.

‘You can’t do it,’ said his posture. ‘You can’t and you won’t. I own you. You are my creature.’

Asef was breathing heavily. Sweat made his grip on the daggers treacherous. With a flourish, he sheathed the daggers in his belt. He could see British officers who had taken notice of the standoff approaching. Asef backed into the crowd and once hidden by the press of bodies, he began to shove his way towards Shameena.

He found her in the far corner of the courtyard, lying under a rosebush, sobbing. She didn’t hear his footsteps. Hot tears dripped over her bare arms and she was doubtless destroying her dress, but she didn’t care. Nothing mattered now. Suddenly, she felt a calloused hand on her shoulder, a firm, sensual touch. She rolled over, sat up. Her shoulders still shook with sobs. Even with her eyes swollen from sobbing, Shameena was the loveliest woman Asef had ever seen. At the tenderness Shameena saw in Asef’s eyes, her heart opened. The sounds of the wedding party seemed to fade away, and the heavy smells of roasting meat, smoke, and attar were masked by the lighter scent of the roses. She put her hands on the smooth, hot skin of Asef’s forearms.

‘Leave with me,’ said Shameena steadily. The green fire in Asef’s eyes was almost too much for her to bear. He didn’t answer.

‘It’s Nadira,’ said Shameena, at last.

‘It’s not Nadira,’ said Asef, and Shameena’s fingers tightened on his arms.

‘Leave with me,’ she said.

‘I love you,’ said Asef hoarsely. His features were tortured.

‘Asef,’ said Shameena. ‘I need to know why you won’t come with me. I need to know why.’ And gathering her into his arms, Asef told Shameena his story.

‘I was born in Rohilkhand, into a noble family, a family of sardars. I was ten when the Company came to our village,’ said Asef. ‘I can still remember the sound of the horses. There were so many horses that they produced a hot wind as they swept down upon us.’ Shameena rested her head on Asef’s arms. The pain in his voice shook her to her soul.

‘I ran outside,’ continued Asef, ‘in time only to see my father shot in the chest. The man who shot him had two golden fish embroidered on his jacket, the insignia of the Nawabi court. People were screaming, running all around. Children were trampled by the iron-shod hooves of the horses. I tried to protect my mother, to fight off whoever came near her, but I failed. I failed.’ His voices rasped and he fell silent. He felt moisture on his arm and realized that Shameena was weeping. Hot tears travelled across his skin.

This beautiful woman was weeping for him! She was sharing in his pain. For the first time since that terrible morning so many years ago, Asef felt a kind of relief. His voice gained strength.

‘My mother was so beautiful, so proud. She wasn’t afraid. She was fighting. She was telling me to run, but I wouldn’t leave her. Then the horses came between us and I couldn’t see her. I fought wildly. I fought with my bare hands, but I couldn’t reach her. Then suddenly, she was there, almost close enough to reach. She was battling a tall, pale soldier with golden hair. I threw myself towards them, but was struck by a rifle butt and fell to the ground. When I could crawl again, I crawled towards the spot where they had been, but they were gone.

The survivors were rounded up and my mother was not among them. Days later I saw the pale soldier again, on a horse. He had come to inspect the captives and he watched us with eyes like a winter sky. I felt something cold enter my soul, and that feeling has never left me.’ Shameena kissed his arm gently.

‘No one knew what had happened to my mother except that soldier. I begged him to tell me what had become of her, if she was alive or where she was. He said he would tell me someday. Subsequently, he made me his right-hand man and bound me to him. He knew that I would never leave because he was my only link to her, to my family, to our honour. Shameena, I need to know what happened to her. I need Nicholas to tell me. I’m not free to leave until then.’ Shameena’s sobs came uncontrollably. Asef misunderstood her tears.

‘You have to understand,’ he said urgently. ‘I’ve made a promise, a vow. I have to find out if she’s alive or dead, where she is, or where her bones lie. I need to know. I need to wait. I need to play this sick game with Winthrop until one of us bests the other, until he reveals his secret. Or until I kill him and he wins. He wins.’ Shameena clung to Asef, kissing his neck, his jawline. He lifted her face and her tears ran across his fingers.

‘Your mother is dead, Asef,’ whispered Shameena. ‘She died by her own hand. She died protecting her honour. And yours.’ Shameena pushed her hair back behind her shoulders and moved the folds of the golden veil. The necklace glimmered on her breast: gold and emerald. Unmistakable. Asef stared at the necklace blankly, his mother’s necklace. Shameena didn’t breathe. She could feel his heart beating through his shirt. Suddenly, Asef threw back his head and howled. It was the howl of a beast in pain. It was the howl of a man set free.


CHAPTER TEN

TOGETHER ASEF AND SHAMEENA ran between the hedges, heading for the western courtyard. There was no time to waste. Shameena tried to lift the layers of her golden skirts. She didn’t care about her modesty. She needed to free her legs! Despite her efforts, the slippery mass of fabric impeded her every step. It was like she was running through heavy English treacle. Faster, she bid her limbs, faster.

They ran towards the dark, unpopulated reaches of the garden. The outer wall of the courtyard loomed close. Almost there! Asef grabbed Shameena’s hand, pulled her roughly to the left, and the pair plunged through blood-red poinsettias.

Suddenly, Asef stopped short and crouched in the shrubbery. Shameena dropped down beside him. Even in the darkness, Asef’s keen eyes could discern the soldiers lurking between the cypresses that lined the wall. They were guarding the door to the courtyard, cutting off their means of escape.

Asef consoled himself with the knowledge that the renegades’ presence outside the gates must not have been discovered. If the Rohillas had been captured, there would be more commotion. There would be more soldiers, more heavily armed. No, these soldiers had no idea that their enemies were so close. Matches flared and dropped, chuckles rang out, and flasks clinked together. The soldiers were relaxed, almost bored. They were simply standing guard.

‘It’s no good,’ whispered Asef. ‘We can’t get to the gate.’

‘What is it?’ breathed Shameena. She craned her neck to see above the hedgerows.

‘Soldiers,’ said Asef shortly. His mind was racing.

‘Another gate,’ suggested Shameena. ‘Once we’re outside, we can double back and meet up with them on the street…’

Asef was shaking his head.

‘I know Nicholas,’ he said. ‘If there are guards here, that means he’s posted guards at every gate.’

‘Then we can’t get through?’ said Shameena, and her voice died in a strangled cry.

‘We can’t get through,’ repeated Asef. Something in his tone caused Shameena to grab his hand.

‘What are you thinking?’ she asked. The moon came out from behind its cowl of cloud and smoke and silvered Asef’s black hair. His green eyes held hers.

‘I’m thinking that you still have a choice, Shameena,’ he said urgently. ‘No one knows what you did during that meeting. Any of the Company men would be proud to call you his wife. You could have a peaceful, prosperous life. Brooke would take you to Calcutta, I’m sure of it. You might even get to London. You can have a future. The whole world is open to you. You are so beautiful…’ his voice nearly broke. He cupped her face with his hands and kissed her forehead. Shameena felt surge upon surge of love for this man who wanted her to choose, to come to him freely.

‘I have a choice,’ she said proudly. ‘And I choose to stand by your side whatever happens, whatever it costs.’ Shameena closed her eyes briefly as the weight of what she was saying hit her. Confronting Nicholas might mean death for Asef… And what would she do? Would she have the strength to turn a blade on herself as Asef’s mother had done? When Shameena was only a tiny girl she had stopped eating meat after she heard her first ghazal in the garden, under the moonlight.

‘This music takes its name from the sound a deer makes when cornered by hunters,’ explained Puran Nath, and as Shameena listened to the heartbreaking melody, she imagined a deer, trembling, ringed by men. The ghazal seemed almost too cruel to endure, and she wanted to cover her ears.

But now she understood more than ever not only the hopelessness of those songs, but also their beauty. The words formed in her mind and her lips moved silently:

A lover loves death.

Spill your jug in the river!

Your shame and fear are like layers covering

coldness.

Throw them off, and rush naked into the joy of death.

When Shameena closed her eyes, Asef saw the emotions play across her face and when she opened her eyes again, they were brilliant, jewel-bright. The love he read in her gaze awed him. She stood up straight in her golden gown. It seemed to Asef that the moon was reflecting Shameena’s light back down on earth. The garden seemed kissed by pale fire. Asef pulled Shameena back down to the grass. He drew her into his arms.

‘If we’re to share the same sad fate,’ he whispered. ‘We don’t have to hurry…’

He wanted to love her like she deserved to be loved, a lovemaking that went on and on, until the constellations changed their positions in the sky. He’d never felt such tender intensity. This love was more powerful than all his hatred, all his rage; it swept away every other thought and emotion. He felt only the ferocity of his desire, and when her lips met his, he knew that she felt it too.

When they stood up again, it seemed to them both that a lifetime had passed, that the world had been consumed in fire and born anew. But it was still night. The moon and the stars were still high above and British soldiers were moving cautiously through the maze of hedges. The moonlight glinted on their brass buttons. Asef glided out in front of the closest soldiers. At the sight of their prey materializing so suddenly before them, the soldiers swung down the barrels of their guns.

‘What have you done with the girl?’ they growled.

‘He hasn’t done anything,’ said Shameena. She joined Asef in the thicket of gun barrels. ‘I’m right here.’

‘Here is hardly where you belong, Mrs Winthrop,’ he sneered. ‘Your husband says you love animals, but on your wedding night at least, you should consider your safety before feeding the beasts.’

Asef and Shameena walked ahead of the soldiers. As they approached the main courtyard, Shameena reached out and grabbed Asef’s hand. They walked through the crowds and up to the wedding pavilion hand in hand.

As they approached, they saw Nicholas in deep conversation with Brooke. Suddenly, he raised his head. The expression on his face was dreadful to behold. He glared at Asef and then at Shameena, taking in their linked hands. He moved towards them with light steps and seized Shameena by the shoulder. Asef took Nicholas’s wrist and snapped it with a swift, brutal motion. Nicholas let out a guttural cry and let his arm dangle loosely at his side. One glance at Asef told Nicholas everything he needed to know.

‘The monster is set free,’ thought Nicholas. His first rush of fear turned to rage as he looked again at their locked hands. It couldn’t be happening to him. His prize couldn’t be taken from him, not again, not right before his eyes.

‘I raised you,’ he said to Asef. His voice was little more than a whisper. He could sense the soldiers drawing closer, but waved them away. At the fringes of the crowd, people still drank and danced, oblivious to the drama unfolding by the pavilion, but the nearby soldiers remained tense, ready.

Brooke took advantage of the standoff to approach Shameena. She felt a bony hand close around her wrist. Brooke’s grip was strong, particularly given his size. His eyes were level with Shameena’s.

‘You’re quite an artist,’ he said. ‘My cartographers were impressed with your alterations. Even though my spy saw you change the maps, no one can distinguish the original encampments from your additions. Congratulations. If you’d ruined the maps’ credibility with shoddy craftsmanship…now that would have been unpardonable.’

Shameena tried to speak, but words failed her. She didn’t know what to say. She waited.

‘That’s right,’ said Brooke. ‘I’m going to deliver your altered maps to the Governor-General. I don’t care whether or not we actually find the Rohillas. The maps were fakes in the first place. The Wazir and I have a little arrangement. We’re exaggerating the Rohilla threat to the Company to leverage more money from the Governor-General. It costs quite a bit to fight a war. And when there’s no war to fight…well, the money has nowhere to go. But here,’ he gestured to himself, smiling. Then his voice grew harsh.

‘Nicholas Winthrop, however, is an anachronism. He wants to settle a blood debt with the Rohillas. A rather common preoccupation, I’m afraid, typical of his class. It was easy to trick him into thinking he was sealing their doom. That his hired men were able to discover bases that no one else had been able to find.’

‘Why are you telling me this?’ asked Shameena.

‘Because a woman like you has a role to play,’ said Brooke. ‘Winthrop doesn’t have a future. And whoever paid you to change those maps doesn’t understand how much you’re worth. In Calcutta you could reach heights you have never dreamed of.’

‘Or I could fall into a hole,’ said Shameena. ‘The real black hole of Calcutta, the hole of English greed.’ She ripped her wrist from his grasp. She tried to rush to Asef’s side, but he and Nicholas were circling each other slowly. Suddenly, the two men lunged and locked arms. Shameena could see the pistol in Nicholas’s hand. She flung herself at him.

For a moment, as Nicholas stared in Asef’s face, he saw Asef again as that thin, wild boy who had lost everything: his home, his family, his history.

He had fed Asef, clothed him, trained him, let him grow strong.

‘I made you what you are,’ said Nicholas. The two men were shaking with exertion. Sweat rolled down their arms as they struggled for the gun.

‘I owe you your death,’ said Asef. With a mighty shove, he pushed Nicholas away. A dagger appeared in Asef’s hand. The men were inches apart. Nicholas lowered the pistol. He didn’t take his eyes off the dagger.

‘If you stab me,’ said Nicholas. ‘You’ll be shot by these soldiers. You’ll be shot a thousand times before the blade so much as pierces my frock coat.’

‘I’m terribly quick,’ said Asef, a wry half-smile tugging at his lips. ‘You made me a killer. Don’t you want to know firsthand what I can do? Don’t you want to reap the fruits of your labour?’

Nicholas smiled his own half-smile, a pale mirror of Asef’s.

‘I loved your mother,’ he said.

Asef shook his head slowly. ‘You don’t know how to love.’

‘She defied me,’ shouted Nicholas. His face had gone red, a vein throbbing in his temple.

‘Love means letting go,’ said Asef. ‘Love is bigger than us, Nicholas, than what we have or what we want.’ He couldn’t keep himself from glancing at Shameena. Nicholas saw the glance and his face grew redder. Suddenly, he turned, and before Asef could react, pointed the pistol at Shameena’s head. Asef saw Nicholas’s finger tighten on the trigger. At the same instant, he saw a burst of green and gold light, as though a firework had shot sideways across the courtyard instead of rocketing into the air. And then a tiger’s roar followed by Shameena’s scream. There was a sweep of moving shadow, and suddenly the pistol lay on the ground. Shameena was still standing, eyes clenched shut, pale and shocked, but very much alive.

Against the dark screen of her eyelids, she had watched the scene unfold. It was a vision, vivid, beautiful, like something from a dream: a green-eyed tiger, magnificent, muscular, hurling himself silently through the air, so that his body came between her and Nicholas, just as the gun cracked. A single ribbon of blood flew from the tiger’s flank. Red as a rose.

Shameena kept her eyes closed. She still heard a faint roaring in her ears. But she felt, instead of fear, a peace she had never known before. It could be nothing but pure love, a love beyond death, beyond loss. The rush of wind that blew across her face carried the sound of his name.

‘Asef,’ whispered Shameena, and opened her eyes. In the afterglow of that intense, pure feeling, her awareness was heightened. The world was supersaturated, and as she looked around she felt lucid, aware of every motion of every person in the crowd, every servant, every coachman. She knew there was no way they could escape through the masses of armed men, but in her newfound zone of clarity and peace, she was already acting, already racing forward. Finally, she could move in her enormous dress. She raced like a ray of golden light to the hovering balloon and wound her hands through the orange boughs, trying to tug herself up and into the basket.

Strong arms wrapped her waist, and suddenly she was over the edge. Asef jumped in beside her and the two of them heaved sandbag after sandbag from the basket. Asef turned the vents and the balloon swelled and began to rise. A little jerk caused Shameena’s stomach to drop. The basket swayed back and forth, tethered by the heavy rope. Shameena looked down into the courtyard. The wedding-goers were all staring up at them, pointing and screaming. Their shouts rose into the air. A bullet whizzed past, and another.

‘Stop,’ shouted Nicholas. ‘Stop.’ He ranged between the soldiers, blowing at the backs of their heads and cursing, until one by one they lowered their guns and just stood there with their heads tipped up towards the night sky.

‘What’s the meaning of all this, Nicholas?’ demanded Brooke.

‘It’s just a bit of pageantry,’ cackled Nicholas. ‘I’m staging my descent into hell.’

Brooke stared into Nicholas’s eyes. They’d gone black, the pupils enormous, rimed with the thinnest ring of ice.

‘Sir, you’re not well,’ said Brooke.

‘This is my kingdom,’ said Nicholas. ‘I’ll decide what I am.’ He flung off Brooke’s cautionary arm and stalked again amongst the soldiers.

‘Drop your weapons, curs, drop them, I say,’ he bellowed. ‘Don’t fire. Let them go. Let them go. Let them burn up in the sun. Let them blow to the Himalayas. It’s not for us to decide here on earth. Here on this cursed earth.’

Asef heard Nicholas’s voice; every word rose into the air, strong and clear. He sawed at the rope lashed to the iron ring. As he sawed, orange blossoms shook loose from their branches and snowed down on the garden. Nicholas felt the petals landing on his face and shoulders and flung open his arms.

‘Asef!’ he cried. At that moment, Asef severed the last fibres and the rope shot away from the basket, dropping down to coil by the rearing marble tiger whose jaws now held the end of a slack length. The balloon began to rise. Shameena clung to Asef in the basket, running her hands exploringly over his face, his throat, his chest, trying to make certain he was real. Asef held her dazedly. He lifted the golden veil from her shining black hair and let it fall over the side of the basket. He stroked her silken locks, kissed the top of her head, and folded her tightly to his chest as he looked down at the courtyard growing smaller and smaller.

He could still see Nicholas, his blond hair and gold jacket. Nicholas seemed to be reaching up: to pull them down again, or to wave them on, to bid them farewell. Then the balloon rose higher, and he could see the many angles of the rooftops of Nicholas’s townhouse, the labyrinth of dark gardens and walled-off courtyards, and then the towers and cupolas and minarets of Lucknow and the great darkness of the palace-complex gardens stretching to the glittering river.

A boom sounded, then another and another. Canon fire! Shameena almost sobbed aloud. Not now. Not when they were so close. Suddenly, light dazzled through her eyelids and she opened her eyes to see flowers of light blooming in the air just above them.

‘It’s fireworks,’ she breathed.

‘Golden blossoms,’ whispered Asef. ‘Emerald leaves.’

‘Our garden can be in the sky,’ said Shameena, laughing, kissing him again and again. The warm wind carried the balloon north, and Lucknow looked more and more like a fairy city, a tiny ornament, magical and far away.

‘For now our garden is in the sky,’ agreed Asef. ‘But we’ll touch down soon, in the mountains, or in the valley.’

‘And then we’ll begin again,’ said Shameena. His green eyes promised her everything. She was consumed and renewed in their fire.

The fireworks burst below them, so that it seemed as though they were leaving a trail of sparks in their wake. A ghazal in the moonlight, they drifted through the stars.
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