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         And my soul is a woman before you …
         

         – Rilke
         
 
         I
         
 
         In the beginning, the great river was believed to flow out of a lion’s mouth, its size reflected in its ancient name – Sindhu, an ocean. The river was older than the Himalayas; the Greeks had called it Sinthus, the Romans Sindus, the Chinese Sintow, but it was Pliny who had given it the name Indus. One night under the vast silence of a perfect half-moon and six stars, a mosque appeared on a wooded island in the river, and Leila was woken by the call to prayer issuing from its minaret just before sunrise. It was the day she was to be blessed with a son.
         
 
         As she knew there was no mosque within hearing distance, her initial impression was that the air itself was singing. Leila manoeuvred herself out of bed and went towards the door, making sure not to disturb her mother-in-law who had taken to sleeping in the same room as her in these last days before the birth. The servant girl appointed outside the door had fallen asleep, and as Leila moved past, a bad dream caused the girl to release a cry of fear.
 
         Leila was fourteen years old, thin-framed with grey, glass-like eyes and a nervous flame always burning just beneath her pale skin. She pursued the song of faith drifting in the fifty-roomed mansion that had been in her husband’s family for several generations. The river with its boats and blind freshwater dolphins and drowned lovers was half a mile away, and there was nothing but rocky desert and thick date orchards between the riverbank and the mansion.
 
         Long after the voice withdrew, she continued her search for its origins, now and then placing an ear against a wall. Earlier in the night she’d heard momentary fragments of other songs from the men’s side of the mansion, where her husband was celebrating the imminent arrival of his first son in the company of musicians and prostitutes. No doubt they were all asleep by now.
 
         The windows in the women’s section of the house were inaccessible, nudged up against the ceiling, so the light poured in but not enough air. Leila was looking up at one of them when she heard someone come in behind her.
         
 
         ‘You shouldn’t be down here,’ Razia, her mother-in-law, said, unable to conceal her alarm. ‘If you needed something you should have asked one of the servants.’ Her attenuated face was wheat-coloured and pitted with smallpox scars. She had long white hair and every other year a doctor would inject liquid gold into her bones and joints to counter the ravages of time. ‘You should be resting,’ she said. It was the tone she had employed a year earlier when Leila came to the mansion as a bride, a tone suitable for the child that Leila had been back then. Someone who longed for her dolls and frequently misplaced her veil. But as soon as she became pregnant there was no end to Razia’s devotion and love. Along with the abundant care came the vigilance, an ever-present awareness that the girl was not mature enough to know the importance of the asset taking form inside her body.
         
 
         Razia summoned the servants and they led Leila back up to her room.
 
         ‘I don’t mean to be harsh with you,’ Razia said mildly, accompanying them up the staircase. ‘If only you knew about the behaviour of my own mother-in-law and husband towards me. When I failed to conceive within the first few months of marriage, I was marked for days from the beating I received. But Allah heard my cries and granted me my son Timur.’
 
         ‘I went downstairs because I heard a voice, a call to prayer,’ Leila said as she settled on the bed and the servant girls began making her comfortable with pillows and cushions. ‘Somewhere not too far.’
 
         ‘You did,’ Razia answered. ‘I heard it too. I have just been talking to Timur, and he says that a mosque has appeared on the island in the river.’
 
         The air in the room changed.
 
         ‘Who was the muezzin?’
 
         ‘No one knows. People woke at his call and followed the sound to the bank. There was the mosque, with a green dome visible through the trees and the mist of the river. But they say that when they rowed across to the building they found it empty.’
         
 
         With great tenderness Razia neatened a stray lock of hair on Leila’s forehead and kissed her on the temple. ‘These are very auspicious hours. This miracle augurs great things for the boy about to be born.’
 
         Leila had been told about the day Timur, her husband, was born. How Razia had been given one hundred and one gold necklaces, five hundred and one finger rings, and one thousand and one pairs of earrings. It was declared that if you could see the smoke of the cooking fires, no matter how far away you were, you should consider yourself invited to the feast – the festivities lasted an entire month. And similar things would no doubt occur after the birth today, though Leila knew she would not be allowed to wear any of the ornaments presented to her. Ten years ago, Razia had taken the oath that the women of the family would strictly abstain from jewellery until the daughters of Kashmir and Palestine were free of their Indian and Israeli oppressors.
 
         Razia motioned to the shelf where an oversized book bound in green moss-like velvet lay, and two servant girls carried it to her. Since they were Christian, the girls could not touch the sacred volume and so carried it slung on a shawl between them. They placed it on a table and stepped back. It was the family Book of Omens. An image was painted on each of its right-hand pages, with the explanatory text occurring on the opposite page. During the previous weeks, Razia had asked Leila to open the book at random several times. And on each occasion the day that was just dawning was revealed to be the day of her grandson’s entrance into the world.
         
 
         Now once again she brought the book to Leila and it opened on a portrait of Muhammad. He had been painted in a robe of dark blue brocade, with a white turban and crimson boots that curled at the tips, his face unseen behind a veil. He was raising his hand to split the moon in half, the text on the opposite page reading:
 
         
         
 
         
            O augury user! Know that the star of your ascendant has come out of malevolence, and your enemies have been disgraced and made contemptible by the grace of the Purest of Men. All your difficulties cease forever from today.
            

         
 
         To others the augury might have appeared cryptic; but according to Razia’s personal logic, there could no longer be any uncertainty about the day of the birth. A retinue of servant girls was installed in Leila’s room. The midwife arrived, and brought with her fresh news of the river-island mosque, how the faithful were crowding the one available boat, a few throwing themselves into the waves to swim towards the work of angels, each swimmer wishing to be the one who would say the second call to prayer from the minaret.
 
         As the morning progressed, excitement heightened in the mansion. A desiccated Flower of Mary, brought back from the pilgrimage to Saudi Arabia, had been placed in a bowl of water: a tight knot of wooden tendrils, grasping itself to itself, it opened slowly in the water and was believed to absorb the pain of the mother into itself during birth.
 
         By the time of the noon prayers, however, when they heard again the call from the minaret, Leila still hadn’t given birth. And Timur’s child had not been born by the time of the afternoon prayers either. Leila, with a dreamlike expression, contemplated every nuance of the muezzin’s call both times, but it wasn’t the same voice as at dawn.
 
         With the sun moving towards the west, the mother-in-law became acutely anxious, an anxiety that proved baseless because Leila’s pains began, at last, just as the evening prayers approached – the hour every Thursday when the dead visited the living.
 
         Timur was being kept informed via a mobile phone that a servant girl operated for Razia. Initially he stayed in the men’s section of the mansion, but as time passed he came closer and closer to Leila’s room, until eventually he was just on the other side of the door. He was a man of exact speech who seldom smiled even when alone, and he had carried Leila away from her village a year ago to be his bride, her eyes seeming to cast a brief spell on him. Like his father and grandfather before him, and the fathers and grandfathers before them, he would have needed time to think if asked how many people he had killed or caused to die.
         
 
         That evening he was exhausted because he had slept very little during the previous seventy-two hours. In addition to the revelries for the upcoming birth, during the last three nights he had been supervising a group of workers as they secretly built the mosque on the island owned by his rival landowner. Lushly fertile, it was prime terrain and Timur had always been envious of it, always looking for a way to claim it as his own. The mosque was the ideal method to begin depriving the enemy of it. The masons and labourers had to work with minimum light, overcoming fear of snakes, djinns and scorpions. Only once did they think they were about to be discovered – when a truck broke down close to the riverbank and its driver and passengers got out to repair it, their voices reaching the island, the truck’s headlights visible. But they were members of a jihadi organization returning from Faisalabad, the city full of textile factories from whose markets chemicals used in explosives could be bought in bulk without raising suspicion. That was the sole incident. And the plan seemed to be working. Timur had sent word to surrounding villages about the miracle of angels, and the arriving crowds were threatening to tear his rival and his men to pieces if they pulled down the sacred structure, or hindered anyone’s access to it.
 
         Timur heard a cry from Leila’s room a few minutes before the call to the fifth and final prayer of the day sounded. He was at the door and the midwife emerging from the room in great panic ran into him. She stumbled to her knees and then, repeatedly begging his and his family’s forgiveness, receded towards the staircase, her bloody hands leaving smears on the floor. The servant girls were the next to come out, and they too fled. Finally, with a look of utter devastation on her face, his mother appeared. Timur went into the room where he saw Leila dead on the bed sheets, the crying newborn by her side. He knew she was dead, but then she made a movement and raised her eyelids to look at him. He approached and grabbed her by the hair and, lifting his free hand as high as he could, he struck her face.
         
 
         The minutes-old baby on the bed was a girl.
 
         II
         
 
         Never ever has a girl been born in this family,’ Razia said, an hour after the birth, tears running down her cheeks.
         
 
         No verification was required, as it was a fact known throughout the province. Nevertheless, and half-heartedly, because a part of her was unable to accept the calamity that had befallen her son, she opened her Quran and scrutinized the family tree inscribed on the endpapers. The book was once owned by the founder of the dynasty, who was believed to have arrived in the region in the train of Emperor Babur. Along with the ancient dagger with which the umbilical cord was traditionally cut, she had kept the Quran within reach in anticipation of Timur’s son, for his name and date of birth to be added on to the tree, in royal-blue ink if born during the day, in black if during the night.
 
         Razia knew her son would inevitably vent his grief at Leila for daring to transform his seed into a female child. She had to make sure it was not excessive: for a few minutes, while he was in there with Leila, she stood outside the door with an implacable expression on her face, her heart breaking at his immense sorrow, and then she went in. Timur’s temper when roused was ungovernable, but he always maintained the careful good manners of a son in the presence of his mother. ‘She has learned her lesson, I am sure,’ she said, shielding Leila from him. ‘Forgive her now.’
 
         Timur left the room and paced the grounds of the mansion until midnight, the moon and stars motionless above him. His mobile phone sounded three times in quick succession: twice it was friends calling from the celebrations wondering where he’d got to, and the third time one of those unsolicited texts reading: The prisoners of Guantanamo are crying out for a saviour, forward this SMS to 10 others. The air was briefly scored with a luminous arc as he hurled the instrument against a tree trunk. His child, his firstborn, was a female. His breast seethed with the fact, and he felt upon him the contempt and ridicule of his ancestors, of his friends and companions. Of the entire male population of the province, and of the women too. Sunk in darkest despair, he sat on the steps of a pavilion with his head held tightly in his hands. Lowering himself on to the pavilion floor, Timur fell asleep, waking up several hours later covered in dew. As one possessed of a sudden realization, he stood up with a jolt and went towards the house in long strides.
         
 
         His mother was on a balcony, facing the direction of the miraculous mosque and mouthing a prayer. She had hung her thousand-bead rosary around her neck, looping the length of it on to her right wrist several times. She heard him come into the room behind her. But when she went in she only caught a glimpse of him leaving: the gun cabinet was open, the glass doors swinging on their hinges. She shouted his name in alarmed distress, and although Timur heard her he did not stop as he hurried towards Leila’s room, taking the stairs two at a time.
 
         Leila, half asleep on the bed, tried to sit up when she saw her husband enter.
 
         ‘Who is he?’ he asked her, approaching and pressing the barrel of the gun under her jaw. ‘The child can’t be mine. The only explanation is that you have another man, someone inferior.’ He lifted the gun to the wall behind her and pulled the trigger, bringing the barrel back on to her after the explosion of stone-dust. ‘Who is he?’
 
         Just then Razia entered, out of breath, and she grabbed the barrel, pulling it off Leila’s neck. ‘She is at fault but you must stop behaving like a madman,’ she said as she led Timur towards the door. ‘She has wronged you, but you can win merit from Allah by forgiving her. And I know just the remedies that will correct her internal mechanisms. There are a hundred ways to make her insides obey you.’
 
         ‘I remember a story that there was a tunnel under this house, so its inhabitants could escape in case of enemy attack,’ Timur said, almost to himself. ‘He could have got in that way.’
         
 
         They were nearly out of the room when Leila asked in a hollow voice, ‘Where is she?’
 
         Timur didn’t turn round. It was his mother who spoke.
 
         ‘Where is who?’
 
         Leila placed an arm across her eyes and began to weep.
 
         Razia – staying Timur with a touch of her hand – told her in a reasonable tone, ‘The bloodline has never seen an affront of this nature. It has been decided that the child cannot be accepted into the family. She has been sent away. It’s the best thing for all concerned.’
 
         Leila seemed unable to stop weeping. Razia sat down and took her into her arms. She waved a hand towards Timur who was staring at Leila with vehement hatred. ‘Leave us now. She will make it up to you within ten months.’
 
         At dawn a public declaration let everyone know that Timur’s son was born dead, and a period of mourning was declared throughout the 687 villages and hamlets owned by the family.
 
         The tragedy had been thoroughly unforeseen. It was only in the morning that Razia remembered the midwife and servant girls who had been present at the birth, and how they could not be allowed to reveal the abomination. They had to be intimidated into silence. But their own fears were even greater, because they all seemed to disappear from their homes.
 
         Over the next month Razia supervised Leila’s diet with the greatest of care, hastening the day the girl would be robust enough to begin receiving nightly visits from Timur.
 
         ‘It takes one hundred drops of milk to make one drop of blood,’ she told Leila. ‘And it takes one hundred drops of blood to make one drop of semen. So you must not waste or misuse again something that takes so much out of my son.’
 
         She asked Timur to concentrate solely on the glorification of the mosque. ‘I heard that Nadir Shah’s men have scuffled with ours.’
 
         Timur nodded. ‘He says it was all my doing. That the miracle isn’t genuine.’
 
          
         ‘What have we to do with the mosque?’ Razia asked in indignation. ‘He thinks we are out to swindle him at every turn, but to doubt a happening as hallowed as this, to reduce Allah’s work to human battles, makes him an infidel.’
 
         She didn’t know that the imam and his aides, and every other mosque attendant, were Timur’s men and employees.
 
         He said, ‘According to him the angels would have built a more perfect structure. Not just one small, rudimentary room with a dome and minaret.’
 
         Razia read a verse against the influence of Satan, and said, ‘Praise be to Allah that my son, unlike Nadir Shah, recognizes holy signs.’
 
         ‘I am encouraging more and more people to come, and I will be expanding the mosque. Bringing in boats for an easier crossing. Tents. Free food. Building shops on the riverbank.’
 
         And they were arriving in number: along the roads, the bridges, the streets, came the lepers and the terminally ill, the destitute and the helpless, the lame and the blind and the mute, asking the mosque to end their ordeals as they kissed its walls and floors for minutes at a time.
 
         Every few days one of the new arrivals would detach himself from the crowd moving towards the mosque and make his way towards Timur’s mansion. This person would be in possession of a jar containing dried leaves or blossoms. Others brought sacred pebbles, or butter churned from the milk of cows pastured in Paradise, or handwritten manuscripts of magic spells dictated by the djinns of Mount Kaaf. All these Razia had summoned from the farthest reaches of the province to ensure that Leila’s next child would be a boy. She pretended that these remedies were either for a distant relative or were to darken the unsettling grey colour of Leila’s eyes.
 
         One treatment required Leila’s entire upper body to be covered in gold leaf for a day. She looked as though she had acquired the torso of an idol. A goddess in a breastplate. Later, as the servant girls were gently rubbing off the thin metal, the skin above her heart refused to let go of it. An oval patch on her left breast would not come off no matter how hard they tried – Razia gasped in disbelief. One of the girls then revealed that whenever she had bathed Leila, her bangle had become lightly magnetized to Leila’s heart and would have to be pulled free of the attraction. She was made to demonstrate it and the bangle fastened on to the gold-covered patch on Leila’s skin.
         
 
         ‘I was right,’ Timur said, when he was called urgently by his mother. ‘She is thinking of someone.’
 
         Razia nodded. ‘It does seem like longing. She’s summoning someone.’
 
         But there was no reaction from Leila, no matter how firmly they questioned her.
 
         ‘Maybe it’s nothing at all,’ Razia said eventually. ‘Just a side effect of all the medicines.’ She led Timur out of the room. ‘We have to wait and see.’ Outside the door were the servant girls, who had been sent out so they could speak privately. As they made their way down the stairs, Razia asked about the mosque. Timur told her that Nadir Shah was trying to get the government involved, hoping the mosque would be declared officially illegal.
 
         ‘The government would do it gladly, of course,’ Razia said, ‘to prove their enlightenment to their Western masters.’ She gave a sigh. ‘My Allah, to think that mosques are being torn down in a Muslim country.’
 
         ‘He won’t succeed. We too have influence in the government.’
 
         ‘Find a way to get the Saudi Arabians involved,’ Razia advised. ‘Win the patronage of an Arab prince for the mosque. They are a blessed race.’
 
         
             

         
 
         The months passed and the longed-for day arrived. The Flower of Mary opened in the bowl of water once again, to float there like a wooden snowflake. Talismans obtained from the mausoleums of various saints were tied with different coloured strings around Leila’s thighs. But the umbilical cord still hadn’t been cut when Razia locked her bony fingers around Leila’s throat. ‘You little witch! Why must you ridicule and torment my son like this?’
         
 
         Timur had taken precautions this time: three stern giant-like figures appeared outside the room, materializing as though out of the shadows, to intercept the midwife and the servant girls. One of the girls attempted to run away but a blow lifted her off her feet and threw her against a wall. ‘Come with us,’ they were told firmly. Downstairs, the women were made to watch as one of their number was beaten senseless, and then their entire families were banished from the province and their homes razed to the ground.
 
         A few hours later a group of children running after dragonflies on the edge of a pond discovered the body of a newborn girl floating in dark red water. Suspecting that it was the jettisoned fruit of a sinful union, the holy men and women refused to allow it to be buried in the graveyard proper. Its resting place was to be the patch of adjacent ground reserved for those wives, mothers, sisters and daughters who had disgraced their families by running away from home.
 
         The divide wasn’t just on the surface: an ‘underground wall’ – delving to the depth of fifteen feet – kept the dishonourable corpses separate from the honourable ones.
 
         III
         
 
         Wamaq and his brother Qes were travelling towards the mosque on their motorbike when they ran out of petrol.
         
 
         Qes, riding pillion, and the more daring of the two, hopped backwards on to the ground before the machine had come to a halt. He was sixteen years old, his hair long and disorderly, and he had a mole above the right corner of his mouth that was considered lucky or unlucky, depending on the part of the country. Wamaq was a year older but no taller. He wore a green cap embroidered with tiny orange beads and dozens of circular mirror pieces, fragments of the world sliding in and out of them as he moved. There was a faint but permanent welt under his jaw. He had acquired it at the age of eleven when, to make him confess to the theft of a wristwatch, a policeman had put a noose around his neck and made him stand out in the open on a block of ice, the sun and the warmth of his own body strangling him slowly as they melted the ice.
         
 
         Wamaq got down and lowered the battered 50cc motorbike on to the ground, leaving it there for a minute. The dregs in the petrol tank could be made to flow into the carburettor that way, good for another kilometre or so.
 
         The last time they were in the area the brothers had found work on a crew constructing the river-island mosque. Having heard Qes’s singing voice during the daylight hours, the other workers had insisted he make the first ever call to prayer from the mosque. He made believable every song he sang, as though he’d written it himself. You could hear his life in his voice. Afterwards Wamaq and Qes and the others were told to move on and to stay away for a period. The brothers were returning after about twenty months.
 
         As he stood beside the horizontal motorbike, Wamaq wiped his sweat-covered face on his sleeve and looked around. Qes had taken a small music box from his rucksack and was turning its crank: the inch-long steel drum began to rotate, its pins catching against a metal comb – and the air filled with a melody of the purest notes. Qes had made the device himself and the music too was his own invention.
 
         These brothers were what they appeared at first glance: two of the millions of youths who did menial work across the land – almost invisible, poor but resourceful, the lines on the palms of their hands shifting and realigning hourly. Their mother had had tuberculosis, and their father was an imam who had been cast out of his mosque for drinking alcohol, swaying a little while making the call to prayer, taking quick mouthfuls from a bottle of sugarcane liquor before giving his brilliant and far-famed Friday sermons, saying he needed it for inspiration and eloquence. When their parents died, the boys continued to drift on their own.
         
 
         As Wamaq got the motorbike running again, Qes walked to the edge of the path and positioned the music box on a large stone. ‘Do you think it can be seen?’ he asked his brother without turning around.
 
          
         ‘Yes, I am sure someone will find it. Let’s go.’
 
         They resumed their journey. Qes had lost count of the number of music boxes he’d dispersed around the province, all issuing the same song when operated.
 
         ‘We are hoping to find work,’ Wamaq said to the man on the bicycle who was going in the same direction as them. He had reduced the speed of the motorbike to be able to converse with the stranger.
 
         ‘There aren’t many good jobs here,’ the man replied, adding, ‘You are young – try Dubai. Or a Western country, if you can get in.’
 
         They were gliding side by side. Wamaq and Qes introduced themselves and after being silent for a while the man asked, ‘What kind of a name is Wamaq?’
 
         ‘I was named after a poet.’
 
         ‘A poet?’ The man looked at him.
 
         ‘At night my lost memory of you returned.’
         
 
         ‘That’s a film song.’
 
         ‘It’s a poem of his turned into a song for a film, yes.’
 
         The man gave a frown. ‘I am sure I heard somewhere that he was a …’ He struggled to recall the word. ‘… a socialist. Allah annihilate them.’
 
         Wamaq didn’t know what a socialist was but he felt compelled to defend his name. ‘So what if a person is a socialist? As long as he keeps the promises he makes.’
 
         The man did not respond and soon went down a side path, raising a hand in farewell.
 
         The brothers were taken aback by the transformation the mosque had brought to the riverbank. It was a combination of a small bazaar and a circus of holy attractions. Things were being weighed and measured with a view to profit in either this life or the next. There were twenty boats for pilgrims wishing to cross the water. The mosque itself had been expanded and was large enough to be clearly visible from the bank, almost occupying the entire middle of the oval-shaped island – a handsome marble facade attached to a wide complex of prayer rooms and verandas, and courtyards that incorporated many of the ancient banyan trees. The original dome, a fibreglass replica of the one on Muhammad’s mausoleum, which had been ferried across with difficulty on the last night of construction, had now been replaced with several varicoloured tiled domes, all with milk-white doves sitting on them.
         
 
         The ascetic as well as the ambitious; men of genuine piety as well as those who just hoped to rub up against women and good-looking boys; gentle mendicants as well as jihadis who fantasized about nothing but what they’d do to the American president if ever they got hold of him. Wamaq and Qes explored the throng on the riverbank, drinking chilled Pepsi-Colas and sharing a packet of savoury cumin biscuits. The precarious wandering life had instilled in them a reluctance to interfere, and so they didn’t say anything when they learned that the mosque was believed to be the work of angels.
 
         Within the hour they had both found jobs – Wamaq as a boatman, rowing back and forth between the riverbank and the island, and Qes as a manual worker, digging and lifting. They rented bedding and sleeping space at the caravanserai and were given a locker for their rucksacks, and a safe space at the back to park the motorbike. As they were having their lunch at a roadside restaurant, a little girl appeared and stood grinning at them. Wamaq looked at her. ‘What is it?’
 
         She gave a shy nod in Qes’s direction. ‘Is it true?’
 
         ‘You’re famous already,’ he said to Qes.
 
         Qes smiled at her, lifted the spoon from the bowl of lentils before him and licked it clean. The girl laughed with thrilled delight when he held it to his heart and it remained hanging there.
 
         She went away merrily and he detached the spoon from his body and put it back in the bowl.
 
         ‘How far away is the place where you’d be working?’ Wamaq asked.
 
         ‘It’s a big house half a mile away. They must be adding an extension.’
 
         ‘It’ll be hard work. You can take the motorbike if you want.’
 
          
         ‘No one ever drowned in sweat.’ He drank from his glass and said, ‘And I know I can take the motorbike if I want.’
 
         ‘Stay below thirty.’
 
         Qes sighed.
 
         ‘And don’t fight with them and get yourself fired again.’
 
         ‘I did not fight the last time. He tricked me into reading a sentence in a newspaper.’ Most factory owners preferred, and some openly advertised for, an illiterate workforce, fearing arguments from even the most basically educated employees.
 
         The small kit of implements with which he made his music boxes was the only personal possession Qes cared about, and he spent the rest of the afternoon bending steel nails into cranks, cutting strips of metal into eighteen-note combs and then screwing them in place against the rotating drum. By the time they went to bed that night he’d almost completed a new one.
 
         
             

         
 
         How was work?’ Wamaq asked him the next evening. They were among the doves on the mosque roof, having climbed a tree and gone along one of its sturdy branches.
         
 
         ‘Don’t ask!’ Qes gave a small laugh. He was right at the top of one of the domes, sitting with his arms and legs loosely wrapped around the six-foot finial – looking downriver and wearing a garland of red roses like a wreath around his head. ‘We won’t be building any extensions. The people who own the house think a secret tunnel leads into it. So we were told to dig holes around the house at random – just pick a spot and start digging, stop after five or six feet. Then fill the hole up and start again somewhere else.’
 
         ‘Too much money makes you mad,’ Wamaq said from the base of the dome, where he was resting his back against the arabesques. In the distance, a train crossed the steel bridge put up during the days of the British, its mighty criss-crossing girders made in Sheffield.
 
         ‘I wonder if he’s looking for treasure,’ said Qes.
 
         The next day, in a secluded section at the back of the mansion, he saw a lion looking out at him through a broken windowpane. It was some moments before he realized it was a mounted specimen. He went closer and looked in. The large dusty room was filled with leopards and cheetahs, falcons and deer of several kinds, a black bear on its hind legs with a great V of white fur on its chest. A hundred inert eyes watched him as he climbed in and moved through the room, dozens of delicate cages hanging on long chains from the ceiling above him, containing lifeless bulbuls, golden orioles, hoopoes. He unlatched the door at the far end and went part way down the corridor. Returning, he took the music box from his pocket and worked the crank, the notes detaching themselves from the comb to begin drifting among the static creatures.
         
 
         The next day he went back and saw that the music box he’d left balanced on the head of a white heron was missing. When he told Wamaq about the room, Wamaq asked him if the following day they could exchange jobs so that he too could see it.
 
         He was feeling the softness of the fur on the neck of a mounted saluki, whose collar read: This hound saved her owner from a wolf attack, 1912, when he heard someone speak his name.
         
 
         ‘Wamaq.’
 
         She stood leaning against the door frame.
 
         ‘Leila.’
 
         ‘I heard music two days ago …’ she said dazedly. ‘I went towards it through the house but it stopped before I could find where it was coming from.’
 
         He moved towards her.
 
         ‘No, don’t come near me,’ she said, raising a hand in his direction. ‘Where is Qes?’
 
         ‘He is here. He’s been looking for you ever since your family married you off. We have been making our way through the province. He thinks I don’t know, but when he is sure you aren’t in the vicinity, he gets himself into a fight and we have to move on, to look for you elsewhere.’
 
         ‘I found the music box yesterday.’
 
         ‘He’s left hundreds of them. Everywhere. He was convinced you’d either find one or hear it being played, that you would remember the song he made up just for you.’ Wamaq reached out his arm towards her. ‘Shall I take you to him?’
         
 
         ‘I can’t.’
 
         ‘What happened there? The bruise on your throat.’
 
         She said nothing and would not look at him.
 
         He felt he was being suffocated. ‘I’ll make him pay for it,’ he whispered.
 
         She seemed to come alive. ‘Don’t even think about it. Go away – both of you. You don’t know what these people are capable of.’ She came forward and pressed the music box into Wamaq’s hand. Then she turned and left the room, shutting the door behind her. He heard the bolt being secured.
 
         Three times that evening on the mosque roof Qes asked him in irritation, ‘What?’ and only then did Wamaq realize that he’d been staring at his brother while sunk deep in thought, following his movements. He quickly pretended to look elsewhere – the worshippers appeared doll-like on their prayer mats on the verandas far below, the great scarlet flame of the sunset before him – but soon he repeated the affront. Qes walked off in the end, muttering. Wamaq found him in the backyard of the caravanserai, cleaning the motorbike.
 
         ‘Stop doing that. I have something to tell you,’ Wamaq said, removing his mirror-embroidered cap. He was looking down but he could see Qes in the circular pieces shining in his hands. ‘Before I tell you, I want to make sure you won’t react stupidly. Are you going to pay attention and stay calm and do as I say?’
 
         There was no answer. He looked up – Qes had gone so still that Wamaq felt a deep coldness in his own body.
 
         ‘You know where Leila is,’ his brother said. ‘You’ve seen her … No, you’ve met her, at the big house. She heard my music two days ago …’ He seemed to be putting the pieces of a story together. ‘She … she ran around the house looking for the source of the music. But I stopped playing and she didn’t know which way to turn.’
         
 
          
         Wamaq was looking down on all the small images of Qes in his  hands. Qes had made him promise that if he died, one of his music  boxes would be buried with him, so he could continue his search for  Leila in the next world.
 
         After a while Wamaq asked, ‘What are you going to do?’
 
         Qes looked at him.
 
         Deep in the night a few hours later, Qes got up from beside  Wamaq, walked the motorbike out of the caravanserai and began  his journey towards the mansion. He climbed the boundary wall  and then, not allowing himself to be detected by the guard, entered  the room at the back. Lowering himself on to the floor among the  creatures, he began to wait.
 
         IV
         
 
         Leila picked up the shirt made of thin white paper and examined  it with care. It rustled softly and was meant to represent the  garment worn by Joseph, contact with which had restored sight to his  father’s eyes. Minutely inscribed with Quranic verses and prayers,  as well as talismanic letters and their numerological equivalents,  it was to be worn by Leila under her clothes as protection against  misfortune, evil forces and enemies. She studied the writing  and floral decorations that covered every part of the garment’s  surface like a page from an illuminated book, and had to struggle  not to reveal her distress when she failed to locate the secret message  she was expecting.
         
 
         The midwife who had disappeared after the birth of the first child  had contacted her a week ago, sending a letter through one of the  people who brought remedies to the house. In the letter she promised  that she would reveal to Leila the truth about her daughters. This  was the reason Leila had refused to go to Qes. First she needed  to learn where her children were.
 
         But there had been no further word from the midwife.
 
         She fought her tears. She had given birth to another daughter two  months ago and had recently fallen pregnant again.
         
 
         Razia came into the room and sat down on the deerskin she used as a prayer mat. The five prayers of the day were more or less the only times Leila was not under the mother-in-law’s vigilance. Since talking to Wamaq the day before, she had tried not to think of the room with the animals and birds, but now she went down the corridors towards it, as fast as she could. Fortunately the noon prayers were the second longest of the day.
 
         She stood before the closed door.
 
         She could hear someone breathing on the other side. She raised her hand to undo the latch but then lowered it slowly.
 
         ‘Leila.’
 
         She imagined him standing there with the mute creatures. In there was the tiger that had headed the wedding procession when Timur came to marry her – claws blunted and mouth sewn shut for safety. It was shot a month later when the wounds festered.
 
         ‘Leila. Let me see you.’
 
         After a while he said, ‘Are you weeping? Leila, open this door.’
 
         He gave it a push and she withdrew down the corridor, having suddenly seen Timur holding a person underwater on the edge of the river and stabbing through the shallows with a knife, the murky water turning red.
 
         Razia was still on the prayer mat, looped about with her thousand-bead rosary. She finished and pursed her lips to blow a gentle breath in Leila’s direction, blessing her with the air still fresh from communion with Allah.
         
 
         The servant girls brought them the Book of Omens, and Leila distractedly opened it for Razia.
         
 
         ‘Where are my daughters?’ she asked the woman suddenly.
 
         ‘You know you are not to mention them,’ Razia said, taken aback. She looked towards the door. ‘What if the servants hear?’
 
         ‘I want to see them,’ Leila said, raising her voice, drawing strength from Qes’s nearby presence.
 
         ‘I will not discuss this,’ Razia said sharply, putting the Book of Omens aside. ‘Every few months you raise this accursed subject, just when I am about to forget it. Why are you intent on destroying this family? Because of you – the continued rebellion of your body – we are all suffering.’
         
 
         Leila glared at her. ‘I will run away.’
 
         ‘That’s enough, you child of adultery! My son picked you up from a hovel in a godforsaken village and installed you in this palace – and this is the thanks we get? You unspeakable interior organ of a swine!’
 
         With no father or mother, Leila’s bone-poor relatives were only too glad to be rid of her, telling her on the wedding day, ‘Don’t come back. If you can’t have your husband’s love, find sustenance in his hatred.’
 
         ‘We are feeding you and giving you shelter,’ said Razia, ‘and yet you want to run away. Don’t you know how dangerous and depraved life is on the outside for a woman on her own?’
 
         Leila buried her face in her hands, in pain as though a hundred needles had pierced her skull from the inside.
 
         She was still a small child when her father died, leaving behind a debt of 1,000 rupees. The council of the wise and the powerful argued late into the night and decided that, to make up for the loss, the men of the moneylender’s family could possess the debtor’s widow one hundred times.
 
         At dawn the men took their boats and went on to the lake where Leila’s mother was collecting lotus leaves somewhere in the rising sunlit mist. They returned an hour later with words nobody could accept as true – words about wings that suddenly appeared, about flight. Everyone believed they had drowned her in their ineptness and collective arousal. But as she grew older, Leila imagined her mother, a quarter of a mile from the lake’s edge, the mist roaming the water like a soft supple fire around her. The seven boats that converged on her bore a total of thirty men, silhouetted in the fine-grained vapour. Some of them leaped over the water like panthers even before the boats connected. She fought them, surrounded, numbed by shock but with her eyes screaming the outrage of her solitude. The only escape was upwards and that was what she had chosen, willing the wings into existence upon her body, the emptiness of mist closing behind her as she rose.
         
 
         The council of the wise and the powerful decided that the moneylenders must wait for Leila to grow up to be compensated – with the interest on the original debt accumulating annually till then.
 
         As the years passed, her aunts warned her against wandering too far from home. One day when she was thirteen she did; and the men, connecting with each other through mobile phones, had recognized their opportunity. She was running from them, having managed to elude them for the time being, when she was seen by Timur, who was on a hunting expedition on the outskirts of the village. They were married within ten days.
 
         
             

         
 
         When her anger had somewhat subsided, Razia turned to the Book of Omens and began to study the page Leila had opened earlier, a Chinaman wearing a bright red coat. It was in fact the poet Saadi, travelling through China disguised as a monk, spying on temples dedicated to false gods.
         
 
         O augury seeker! she read aloud, know that there is loss in mingling with those who are not of your sort, but you are aware of their deceit and will triumph over them, but to remain safe you must not take off your amulets.
         
 
         She walked to her bed and lay down with her eyes closed. She didn’t move for an hour. According to the complex architecture of faith in her head, the Book of Omens seemed to be advising that she and Leila spend the next ten days in continuous silent prayer at the mosque on the river island.
         
 
         ‘Is it absolutely necessary?’ Timur said when she spoke to him.
 
         ‘Yes, my son, it is Allah’s will,’ she replied. ‘With remedies and prayers and fasts, I am making sure that it will be a boy this time, and we must proceed according to what He tells me to do through the Book of Omens. Three days ago, He told me to make Leila wear a Shirt of Joseph, to keep the boy safe from harm, and I have done that. Now you must immediately make a generous donation to the mosque and have a private room cleared for our use.’
         
 
         Nadir Shah, aware that the island was irrevocably gone from him, wanted the next best thing, which was control over the mosque. Knowing the enemy would try force, Timur had recently decreed that nobody with weapons should be allowed on to the island. Almost all of the donations to the mosque found their way to Timur, and they were no longer just a few rupees offered by everyday people – word had been spreading and thousands upon thousands were being sent by rich industrialists, businessmen, local and national politicians. An Arabian prince had sent a silk carpet, another a hundred rosaries of black Gulf pearls, and in the imam’s Quran, each of the 77,701 sacred words was outlined in crushed rubies, each of the 1,015,030 consonant dots in crushed emeralds. Things that had been free in the early days – food, shelter, the river crossings – now had to be paid for by pilgrims. All this had to be defended.
 
         But Timur could not reveal any of this to his mother, and so in the end he agreed with her wishes.
 
         ‘I am not going,’ Leila said when Razia told her the plan.
 
         She had decided: she hadn’t heard from the midwife, and these people were unwilling to lead her to her daughters – so Qes was the only remaining hope. She knew she must wait until Razia sat down on the prayer mat again and then slip away to talk to him. That he was still there on the other side of the door was not something she doubted.
 
         ‘You will do as you are told,’ Razia said firmly. ‘We have been lenient with you so far but that ends now. I am warning you, if the three acts of injustice against my blameless son are repeated at the next birth, neither he nor I will be responsible for the consequences. Like all good and honest people, my son has enemies, forever waiting for an opportunity to strike. They’ll take everything away from him if he doesn’t have sons to stand beside him in later years.’
 
         A black air-conditioned jeep with tinted windows took them from the mansion to the riverbank, from where they crossed the waters of the Indus on a boat. Both Leila and Razia were entirely veiled, and a path was cleared for them through the crowd. A man selling a soap-bubble-making device for children was told to stop demonstrating lest the bubbles come into contact with the two women. Four servant girls accompanied them, three Muslims and one Christian. Philomena, the Christian, was to remain in the unconsecrated area until required to assist, and then approach either on tiptoe or on the outer edges of her feet to minimize contact with the sacred building.
         
 
         It was a long white room off the main prayer hall, featureless but comfortable, and as Timur turned to go he saw Philomena try to pass an envelope into Leila’s hand. Leila didn’t seem to notice it and so Philomena quickly pulled it back into the folds of her veil. From the door he asked Philomena to come back to the mansion because more things were needed for the room.
 
         Two men with Kalashnikovs under their blankets were positioned outside the room, pretending to say the rosary beads, and when he told them just before leaving, ‘Be on your guard,’ one of them grinned in response.
 
         ‘It’ll be easier for a man to fetch a bowl of lioness milk than to get past us.’
 
         Timur took Philomena back to the mansion, re-emerging an hour later and driving back to the mosque. He had managed to make her talk just in time.
 
         Upon entering the prayer hall he saw three women in conversation with the guards. When they saw Timur, one of the guards said, ‘This woman says she is a midwife and has been summoned.’
 
         She turned round and saw Timur.
 
         ‘She is a midwife,’ Timur said, smiling.
 
         Her voice echoing off the high dome, the midwife said, ‘In Allah’s house today I am going to reveal the truth about you to everyone.’ A few of the worshippers sitting around the prayer hall became interested and looked up. However, one man, without raising his eyes from his Quran, said, ‘Yes, this is Allah’s house, so would the lady kindly allow us some silence and peace?’
 
         Timur addressed the hall. ‘I apologize, but this dire matter concerns all Muslims. This woman was a midwife employed by me for the birth of my first child. When my son was born, she – a Christian – strangled him.’ A few cries went up uncontrollably around the prayer hall at this. ‘Yes, she was a Muslim but has secretly converted to Christianity, and is now conspiring against us genuine Muslims.’
         
 
         ‘Liar!’ the woman shouted, but she became intimidated when the imam of the mosque appeared, gazing in displeasure at the scene. She said in a lowered voice, ‘Allah is still my Lord. And I am walking out of here with that poor girl.’ All around were constant murmurs and sounds of agitation from the worshippers.
 
         ‘She disappeared immediately after killing my unfortunate newborn son, and has reappeared today. Earlier this afternoon she bribed a Christian servant girl from my household who agreed to help her. She has brought with her these other women – schoolteachers and members of a foreign organization that preaches vulgarity to our pious womenfolk in the name of liberation. They have come here to this blessed place – which, as everyone knows, was built by angels at Allah’s own command – to kidnap my wife. Go in and see how the Christian servant has drugged my Allah-loving mother by putting something in her drinking water.’
 
         People were now standing up, their voices louder, one man nodding to himself and saying, ‘The influence of the West has been the biggest calamity to befall the planet since Noah’s flood.’
 
         ‘I returned because I lived in guilt for all these years and months,’ the midwife said. ‘There was nothing I could have done back then but I should have done something. You did not have a son, you had a daughter –’
         
 
         ‘That’s enough. You are an apostate and a blasphemer.’
 
         ‘I am a Muslim!’
 
         ‘Then how do you explain this?’ Timur said. A man had appeared and handed him a small cloth bundle. ‘This is yours? We found it a minute ago in the boat you have hired to take away my wife.’
 
         ‘Yes, it is mine.’
 
          
         Timur pulled out a crucifix on a chain. ‘I will not untie the bundle but those of you who need further proof will find a desecrated copy of our beloved Quran in it.’
 
         There were wails and sounds of deepest genuine anguish from everyone. The three accused protested their innocence but their voices were drowned out as a number of men and women moved forwards and began to beat them, pulling them to the floor by their hair and clothes. They were screaming desolately as a pack of policemen arrived and took them away, the worshippers striking them constantly, a few spitting on them. Timur handed over the evidence to a policeman, who kissed the bundle repeatedly before pressing it to his heart, and held the swinging crucifix at arm’s length as though carrying a dead rat by the tail. Apostasy was punishable by death, as was blasphemy, but it was possible the case would not reach the courts – the women would be murdered within the next few days in the police cells, either by their fellow criminals or by the policemen, so repugnant were the crimes they were accused of.
 
         As the people returned to their worship, Timur went into the white room. His mother lay on the mattress at the far end, conscious but with her eyes half shut. The servant girls were massaging her feet and head. Philomena had administered nothing but a mild sedative but Razia thought she was dying.
 
         ‘Tell them not to bury me in the public cemetery,’ she said, ‘or the grave robbers will dig me up to get at all the gold in my bones.’
 
         Leila stood just a few feet from Timur. ‘I had no knowledge of any of it,’ she said, trembling.
 
         ‘You’d better be telling the truth,’ he said. He had discovered nothing to implicate her: the envelope Philomena had tried to pass on had contained just one sentence from the midwife, telling her she would be free before nightfall. He leaned towards her and added in a lowered voice, ‘And you’d better give me a son this time, because if it’s a girl again, I’ll drown you in the river out there.’
 
         It was almost a whisper but the boatman whom Timur had hired to come in and carry his mother out, and who was just entering the room, heard it clearly. It was Wamaq. He did not react – either to the words or to suddenly finding himself face to face with Leila again. The old woman had revived and was saying that they would not be returning to the mansion, that she intended to carry out Allah’s wish and stay in the mosque for ten days. Timur waved his hand in Wamaq’s direction and he nodded and left the room.
         
 
         V
         
 
         Finishing work an hour later, Wamaq walked to the caravanserai and saw the motorbike leaning on its kickstand in its usual place. Qes had decided to return from the mansion. He found him outside the barbershop, reading the rates for a bath painted on the glass front. He went and stood beside him. 
         
 
         
            PLAIN WATER: 5 RUPEES.
            
 
            WITH LIFEBUOY SOAP: 8 RUPEES.
            
 
            WITH LUX BEAUTY SOAP: 12 RUPEES.
            

         
 
         Qes didn’t acknowledge his brother, moving around him to enter the shop. Wamaq went in after him. Later, in clean clothes, their wet hair and sparse moustaches retaining the furrows of the comb they had run through them, Wamaq followed Qes wordlessly to a food shop situated under a large mulberry tree. There the older brother ordered their meal, with sweet cardamom tea to follow, while the younger went to sit on the bench chained to the tree trunk.
 
         ‘She wouldn’t see me or even talk to me,’ Qes said at last, quietly, eyes averted. His face was drained from hunger and lack of sleep. ‘All I heard were her tears.’
 
         Wamaq then recounted how he’d seen Leila at the mosque, telling him also the exact words of Timur’s threat to her. They were both silent after he finished speaking, then Qes said, ‘We have to get her away from here.’
 
         ‘I know,’ Wamaq said. ‘We’ll do it while she’s on the island.’
 
         Qes was nodding his head. ‘Everyone says this family always has sons. So obviously they are unhappy that she has had girls.’ He looked at his brother. ‘I won’t allow it to continue, any of it.’
         
 
         ‘Me neither.’
 
         They sat listening to the river and the insect song floating above it, now and then looking at the mosque, Wamaq examining Qes’s face openly for a few moments and Qes allowing it. After they had told Qes that Leila was getting married, they had had to hold him down and he had torn himself out of his clothes. They locked him in a room. When he broke free a week later it was on her wedding day and the havoc he wrought in the bazaar, lunging at possible weapons, made many people think the wedding procession tiger had slipped its leash.
 
         Wamaq said, ‘And I don’t like the feeling I get when I think of the animals and birds in that room. What kind of a world is it where you aren’t free even after death?’
 
         The waiter brought them their food and by way of making conversation said, ‘Those things are a mystery to me.’ A man in denim jeans had just gone by.
 
         ‘Don’t tell me, Uncle,’ Qes said. ‘I tried on a pair of Western trousers once. Didn’t know how to walk.’
 
         ‘Which way is the bus station?’ Wamaq asked the man.
 
         ‘The bus station? Where do you want to go? My brother has a car you can hire instead.’ Just then his mobile phone rang – the ringtone was a recitation of verses from the Quran – and he walked away, to the relief of Wamaq and Qes who would have preferred not to have awakened his curiosity. Not for nothing were roadside food places known as ‘newspapers made of brick’.
 
         After eating they rode to the train station instead, stopping wordlessly for a minute at a bend in the road to watch a church in the distance being consumed by a powerful fire, the rioters clustered around it.
 
         At the ticket window, they asked the name of the farthest destination it was possible to travel to from that station, making a note especially of the non-stop services over the next twenty-four hours. Coming back to the river they crossed over to the island and said their prayers at the mosque, Wamaq’s furtive nod indicating Leila’s room to Qes. The two guards were still there.
         
 
         After the prayers, they left the building and walked away along the rim of the island, flocks of water birds stirring in the reeds or hovering in the air with piercing screams. There was the smell of leaves decaying in the earth. In places upriver – the mosque out of sight behind monolithic banyans and Persian lilacs – other birds had hollowed countless nest-holes in the vertical walls of the mudbanks, making them look like giant sponges.
 
         ‘We’ll come here with her,’ said Wamaq. ‘We have to get a boat and hide it here in advance. We’ll use it to cross over to the riverbank.’ He pointed to the secluded spot on the other side of the river. ‘Hardly anyone goes there. The motorbike will be waiting – you and Leila will use it to go to the station, get on the train and leave. I’ll follow later.’
 
         It was getting dark but the pure white shell of an egg fallen to the ground below a nest-hole drew Wamaq’s attention. He went to pick it up to put it back in the nest, but it had cracked. The sound of astonishment he gave upon discovering a rifle bullet inside the egg brought Qes to him. Qes put his hand in a nest and removed an intact egg, pale indigo in colour. Breaking the shell at the tip he turned it upside down, and the metal bullet slipped out on to the palm of his hand along with the living albumen.
 
         They walked along the perforated wall of earth, counting: each nest held at least half a dozen eggs and there were hundreds of nests.
 
         ‘And here are the black serpents waiting to feed on what comes out of those eggs,’ Qes said when they found large wooden crates hidden among the reeds and opened one of them. It was full of guns.
 
         Just then they heard voices and moved deeper into the reeds, from where they saw a group of men arrive and begin to drag the crates out into the open. The weapons were distributed and then they went towards the wall of nests. They all wore prayer caps and had been among the worshippers earlier. The route Wamaq and Qes were planning to use – to take Leila off the island – was exactly the route that had been used to smuggle the weapons on to it.
         
 
         The brothers emerged after the men were gone, and as they looked into the empty nests they heard bursts of gunfire from the mosque. They hurried towards it but it was difficult for them to enter because the panicked worshippers were trying to flee in the opposite direction, shouting and screaming, trampling each other underfoot. Someone told them that the imam of the mosque and all of his aides had been assassinated, the entire staff being replaced by Nadir Shah’s men.
 
         When at last they managed to get in, they found the prayer hall empty. The bodies of the two guards lay outside Leila’s room. Wamaq and Qes moved towards it and looked in. The old woman was sitting on a deerskin on the floor – undisturbed at her prayer. It was as though the gunfire – which began again outside at that moment – did not penetrate her ears while she communed with Allah.
 
         Two servant girls crouched fearfully on the other side of the bed. ‘All this is Nadir Shah’s doing, isn’t it?’ one of them whimpered.
 
         The other shook her head, looking with undisguised contempt towards the old woman. ‘It’s the wrath of Allah.’
 
         Wamaq asked, ‘Where’s Leila?’ but there was no answer. He and Qes went out and began looking for her separately among the people running towards the boats on the water’s edge. Half an hour later, Qes was walking by an upstairs room when he came to a standstill. He entered and quietly spoke her name.
 
         A few small hexagons of light were coming in from outside, scattered on the walls and floor like ghosts of diamonds. She called to him from the far corner. It was perhaps a room meant for scholars because there seemed to be books everywhere, ink pots and pens, and nibs that rang musically when they poured themselves on to the floor, his elbow nudging the box.
 
         ‘You sound like paper,’ he said as he touched her.
 
         ‘It’s the Shirt of Joseph.’ Putting her arms around his neck, she added, ‘But I feel like I am almost blind. I want to see you clearly.’
         
 
         ‘We can’t put on the light just yet,’ he replied. ‘I’ll go and find Wamaq and then we’ll leave. Lock the door from the inside.’
 
         ‘My husband will be here any moment,’ she said.
 
         ‘I know. With a hundred armed men of his own.’
 
         There was no human noise as he descended the outdoor staircase and crossed the large half-lit courtyard. He was walking towards the main entrance of the mosque when he met Wamaq. He told him he had found Leila and the two brothers were heading towards the water’s edge, wondering about a boat, when suddenly Timur appeared ahead of them and said, ‘Halt.’ They stopped just where the darkness met the light.
 
         ‘What’s the situation on this side?’ Timur asked. Ten or so of his men were behind him.
 
         Qes shook his head. ‘We don’t know what’s going on.’
 
         ‘Where are you coming from?’ Timur tried to look into the darkness behind them. He recognized Wamaq. ‘Didn’t I see you earlier today – the boatman?’ Then he turned to Qes and seemed to become transfixed. Qes feared his thoughts were being read.
 
         Timur seemed to be in disbelief over something, even shock. He took a step towards Qes and said, ‘Where is my wife?’
 
         ‘I don’t know what you mean.’
 
         ‘Move forward just an inch into the light,’ he said, walking towards Qes without taking his eyes off him, the gun raised. He did not stop as he neared and for a second Qes thought he would walk right through him. But then he stopped and reached out his hand to lift the metal nib stuck to Qes’s heart.
 
         He turned the small shining object in his hand, light coming off it in shards.
 
         He tossed it gently at Qes’s breast. Just to make sure it would stick again.
 
         Wamaq raised his hand to stop it from arriving and attaching itself to his brother. The sudden movement caused Timur to turn the gun instinctively towards Wamaq and pull the trigger. In the trace of sound that the bullet left in the atmosphere, Qes watched the blood emerging from his brother’s stomach. First there was a thin line that fell through the air in an intact curve, breaking up just above the ground to land as a chorus of drops. Then, as he was being thrown on to his back, a large glowing spurt came out.
         
 
         Wamaq fell backwards into the darkness and lay shaking and Timur fired a second and a third bullet into him without looking. Just then there was a deafening burst of gunfire from somewhere nearby that claimed Timur’s attention. It was a matter of perhaps two or three seconds, but it was enough for Qes to turn round and start to run. They must have followed him but he could neither see nor hear anything any more.
 
         When he regained his senses he was in the ten-foot reeds behind the mosque. The sound of gunfire came in short bursts and from various parts of the building, now near, now distant, like a flock of swallows circling the area very fast. When he remembered, he climbed out into the courtyard and Wamaq was still there, alone, his eyes open and his breathing shallow. Qes half lifted, half dragged him into the light and touched the wounds. Each bullet hole was less than an inch in width, but from the amount of blood it was as though the stomach had been torn open by claws and giant fangs. It was his death – the invisible beast eating into the body.
 
         ‘Qes.’
 
         He lowered his ear to his brother’s ice-cold lips. ‘Yes?’
 
         ‘Qes, it hurts.’
 
         ‘I know. Open your eyes. Stay awake. Someone has just gone to get a doctor. You’ll be all right.’
 
         He felt a sudden, quickly subsiding wave of terror and in its wake he was filled with an immense love, for his brother and their life together, and for the world in which they had had that life. He got up and went towards the boats, but gunfire forced him back. Upstairs, the door stood open and the light had been switched on in the scholars’ room when he got there. He called to Leila several times but received no sound in return.
 
         In the courtyard, Wamaq’s body was folded up like that of an unborn child.
         
 
         ‘Qes.’
 
         He took his brother’s head in his lap. ‘Yes?’
 
         ‘Isn’t the doctor here yet?’
 
         ‘You always were strange. I told you about the doctor just one second ago. He’s not going to fly here, is he?’
 
         ‘Did you? It feels much longer.’
 
         ‘You’ll be all right.’
 
         ‘Qes, I’m thirsty.’
 
         Qes went to the river and entered the reeds, taking off his shirt when he got to the current that broke and swirled into dangerous eddies. Soaking the shirt in the water, he brought it back dripping, and gently squeezed a little from the sleeve into Wamaq’s mouth.
 
         ‘Qes, it hurts so much.’
 
         Their father had told them once in his cane-liquor eloquence, ‘The strength with which a molar holds on to the jaw when you have it extracted is as nothing to the strength with which the soul is attached to the body. When they begin to tear away from each other, the torment is unbearable.’
 
         Qes lowered his own forehead on to Wamaq’s and wept silently, the roots of Wamaq’s hair smelling of the bitter Lifebuoy soap from the bath a few hours earlier. He got up and went into the night again, trying to find a way off the island. By the time he came back, Wamaq’s heart had stopped beating. The eyes had lifted so that the whites beneath the irises showed – an unmoving stare, transfixed by whatever it was that the dead could see but could not convey.
 
         The fingers of his right hand were still closed around the nib.
 
         VI
         
 
         One morning ten months later, the black air-conditioned jeep with the tinted windows left the mansion, carrying Razia and Leila, two servant girls, the driver and a bodyguard who was the size he was because he injected himself with cattle steroids. Leila was being taken to a desert shrine to receive a blessing, a two-day journey from the mansion and the Indus.
         
 
         Nothing lay around the 300-year-old shrine except low, cactus-covered hills and sand dunes, and ancient time. Shaken by the ferocity and organization of Nadir Shah’s raid – unsuccessful though it proved in the end – and to try another path towards a male child, Timur had married again. The marriage took place within weeks of the attack. At twenty-one, the new bride was five years older than Leila. She lived at the mansion with them and was expecting a child any day. The Book of Omens predicted it to be a boy. Timur continued to demand from Leila what she owed him, however; insisting she make up for the years of torture to which she had subjected him.
         
 
         The saint who lay buried at the shrine had had control of certain female djinns – those that guarded the souls of dead warriors, conducting them safely from the battlefield to Paradise. The she-djinns also guided the souls of those women who had died giving birth to boys, for having sacrificed their lives to provide future warriors.
         
 
         A group of nine sacred men resided there now, renowned throughout the country – and throughout the Pakistani immigrant communities around the planet – for helping women to have male children. Prior to lying down with her husband with the intention of conceiving, the woman would spend one whole week in strict seclusion with the nine exalted personages, praying, meditating and eating the simple food they cooked. Afterwards, the woman would speak of holy visitations, of intense dreams and hallucinations. She would have no recollection of entire hours of the seven-day period. If she failed to have a male child, she would return to beg forgiveness from the saint and the nine men, for not having cleansed her mind and soul of impurities thoroughly enough, for having trespassed on and squandered their valuable time.
 
         Just before midnight Razia brought Leila to the room where she was to spend the week with the holy personages. They walked to the wooden bed in the far corner and she made Leila lie down on her right side, so she could face Mecca. One of the servant girls was carrying a box of one-inch iron nails and a hammer, and, working slowly all around Leila, Razia nailed her clothes to the bed. This didn’t have anything to do with the nine holy men. This precaution was taken at the mansion too: it was the result of her leaving the mosque’s white room on the night of Nadir Shah’s raid. Whenever possible, if she was to be in a place for longer than a few minutes, Razia had her clothes fixed to the walls or floor.
         
 
         Razia and the servant girls would be sleeping in rooms on the other side of the shrine, and they left after they had secured her, leaving behind the nails and hammer so the holy men could resecure Leila after she attended to her toilet.
 
         Leila, with the thirty spikes holding her immobile, waited anxiously for the men to come to her room. When they entered they brought with them a cool serene scent of violets. They did not approach her, arranging themselves on the other side of the room instead, eyes closed in prayer. Now and then one of them would come, mouthing sacred words as he walked, and after blowing those words softly along the length of her body, he would withdraw.
 
         She fell asleep as the hours passed, listening to the sandstorm outside the window. Her body woke her in the middle of the night and she saw that all nine men were approaching the bed. They came and surrounded her, their hands in contact with the intimate places of her body. She fought against the nails in her clothes but didn’t have enough strength to uproot herself, wanted to shout out but found her tongue paralysed. She felt terror and then a rage and grief the size of the sky, the rage of the damned and the abandoned, and she imagined once again her mother on the dawn lake, struggling powerlessly in the mist with her assailants. She clearly saw the wings emerge from her body, their movement leaving a scribble of clarity in the gold and silver vapour of the lake.
 
         The desert shrine was roused a few minutes later by the confusion and shouts of the nine exalted men. Razia went into the room and saw how the window had had its panels shattered and was now open to the violent sandstorm. The empty bed where Leila had been lying was covered with syllables and smears in a radiant silver liquid. The nails that outlined her body had small pinches of fabric and fine threads attached to them, like tiny brilliant feathers, shaking in that great wind from the broken window.
         
 
         ‘I suspected right from the beginning that this girl was not real,’ one of the nine men said. ‘So much beauty cannot be human.’
 
         The sandstorm continued to howl past dawn, and in the morning when the air and sky cleared at last they spread out on to the dunes. There was so much static from the storm that sheets and jagged fibres of bright blue electricity danced on the ground all around them, climbing silently up their bodies as they walked. They found marks on the sand indicating the recent presence of jackals, gazelles, snakes and beetles, but there was no sign of her in any direction. And then, almost a mile away, her tracks suddenly began, halfway up the low incline of a dune. The footprints were enclosed within two lightly scored continuous lines, as though she had been dragging two sticks behind her. It was early but already the sun was baring its teeth, the heat intense. Her tracks disappeared into a large flock of demoiselle cranes in the distance and they found her at the centre of it, lying face down, exhausted from thirst and the sun.
 
         They brought her back. Razia didn’t know what to do when she saw her, in despair at the provocations Leila continued to throw at her son.
 
         ‘That scan at the hospital five months ago didn’t reveal anything of this,’ she said as she stared at the wings on Leila’s back. She had disapproved of Leila having the ultrasound scan to determine the sex of the foetus, because Muhammad had said that no one but Allah held the answers to such mysteries as the country of a person’s death and whether the child growing in a woman’s belly was a boy or a girl. But Timur, saying that these were modern times and that the world was moving on, had insisted – so that the foetus could be aborted if female. To the joy of everyone, the scan showed the fourth child to be male, but when the time came Leila had given birth to a girl yet again. Razia saw it as a punishment from Allah for doubting Muhammad’s word.
 
          
         And now there was this new difficulty.
 
         The wings were gently alive, the feathers giving a slow hypnotic shake as the desert sand fell out of them. They were large and white and they were beautiful like those of the woman-headed steed that had taken Muhammad to Paradise from the minaret in Jerusalem.
 
         ‘It’s a miracle,’ a servant girl said.
 
         Razia lost her temper. ‘A miracle? The mosque appearing on the river island was a miracle. This is an illusion, some example of the arts of the black realms.’
 
         ‘Yes,’ the bodyguard nodded, thinking. ‘It must be some trick.’
 
         Razia muttered to herself, ‘A miracle! Why would Allah waste His attentions on a wife who allows her body to continue disobeying her husband and in-laws? On a Muslim who rejects the company of men as supremely spiritual as these nine?’
 
         She sent for their sharpest scissors but all they could find was a large rusty pair the shrine-keepers used on thorn bushes. With them she tried to cut back the flight feathers a few at a time. They proved to be composed of too resistant a material, and it was noon by the time she managed to reduce each wing to just the bony outer ridge, the ceiling of the room covered with down and the segmented feathers – they had all floated upwards on becoming free. ‘There is an explanation for everything,’ Razia said as she watched them rising all around her. ‘It must be due to the static electricity.’
 
         To prove that the wings were indeed an illusion, and weren’t connected in any meaningful way with Leila’s body, she summoned the butcher.
 
         With an array of knives and cleavers beside him, the butcher positioned Leila on her side on the courtyard floor, held the tattered remains of the wings firmly in place by squatting on them, and made the first quick incision close to the shoulder blades. Leila didn’t feel anything, and for Razia it was a vindication. She reached out her finger and touched the wound and it was then that a trickle of blood appeared and Leila cried out in pain. She struggled to sit up, her violent movements causing the cut to become elongated and tear. They overpowered her, and with the pain making her scream to Allah and all of His 124,000 prophets for help, the butcher detached them with several swings of the cleaver. There was so much blood from the two appendages that it looked like a small massacre, and everyone and everything close by was freckled with red. Barely conscious, Leila sobbed and attempted to crawl away. But she was like a maimed animal. The servant girls struggled to hold her down again as the wounds were stitched up with shoemakers’ twine.
         
 
         A journalist who happened to be present at the crumbling seventeenth-century shrine, to write an article lamenting the decrepit condition of Pakistan’s historical buildings and monuments, witnessed the entire procedure and immediately sat down on the veranda to write the story of the wings. Razia had noticed him earlier, looking horrified as he watched. Now she stopped on the veranda for a moment on her way indoors and said, ‘There was no need for you to be so upset, son. But then you men don’t understand anything about women’s bodies – we can take more pain than you.’
 
         Inside, she said to Leila, ‘I hope you won’t take too long to heal.’ She was dusting the wounds with the ash of a reed prayer mat she had had burned for the purpose. ‘When we get home you will be ready to receive Timur again. The new wife is going to give him a son very soon, and yours too is bound to be a boy next time. It’ll be your fifth pregnancy and five is a fundamental number of our glorious religion. There are five prayers in the day, and Islam has five pillars.’ She gained eloquence as she talked. ‘Taste, smell, sight, touch and hearing. Allah in His wisdom gave us five external senses, and five internal – common sense, estimation, recollection, reflection and imagination.’
 
         She spoke to the nine exalted personages to see if they would honour Leila with the favour of their continued presence. They not only refused, but also asked them to leave immediately. The men appeared afraid of the shrine itself now, looking stricken at the merest noise – three of them wondering if the she-djinns of the legend had returned to the building, two of them fleeing even before Razia and Leila had left.
         
 
         Passing through a city on the return journey, Razia had the driver stop at a hospital so a doctor could examine Leila’s wounds. A commotion broke out while they were there. A woman who had just given birth began shouting that her newborn male had been exchanged with a female, refusing to accept that she had produced a girl, labelling the hospital staff liars and criminals and sinners, and calling down Allah’s fury on them. When the exasperated doctors said that if she did not relent they would carry out a DNA test immediately, she stopped protesting and agreed that, yes, the girl baby was hers. Her postman husband had warned her that she would be thrown out on to the streets if she brought home a seventh daughter.
 
         ‘I have heard that nurses and doctors at hospitals can be bribed to exchange female newborns with male ones,’ a woman whispered to Razia, and Razia shuddered, grateful that Allah had given her the foresight to keep her own daughters-in-law at home.
 
         The black jeep arrived back at the mansion at dawn. Everything was silent. In the men’s section the party in anticipation of Timur’s son had ended some hours ago, a few revellers asleep among the rose bushes. Leila’s grey-glass eyes had remained closed throughout the journey, with a weak sigh escaping her lips now and then, and she was carried up to the bedroom. Razia stood by the bed hesitatingly for a few moments, but then went out to get the hammer and nails.
 
         Leila opened her eyes and sat up carefully, shivering and trying not to weep. She looked at the picture hanging directly above the bed – a man and a woman in a flowering grove, a peacock on a bough near them, the tail exquisite, the feet dry and gnarled. She had concealed a knife behind it the previous week, considering it the easiest place to reach during Timur’s upcoming night visits to her.
 
         From her waistband she took the music box she had come across at the hospital – an orderly said he had found it on the stump of a jacaranda tree some years ago and that she could have it. Sitting there with her raw shredded shoulders, she began to turn the crank.
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Hundreds of miles away in the city of Lahore, he placed the glass of water on the aluminium table in front of him and became very still. He had just finished work and was having a meal on the street named after the slave girl Anarkali, whom Emperor Akbar had had walled up alive for having an affair with the Crown prince. He worked as a driver for a printing press, delivering bundles of newspapers to various corners of the city before the sun rose. He had very few long-term memories and at times he was doubtful even of the most basic facts about himself. Had that happened? Who was she and where is she now? Who was he? During the previous months there had been hours that had come at him like spears, at different angles – sometimes it was his body that was in pain, at others his mind. Everyone believed him to be mute, a few even mad.
         
 
         He got up and walked towards the motorbike, the sky glistening with light above him. Mynahs and crows that had been sitting without trepidation in the middle of the empty roads lifted themselves into the air briefly to let him pass. At the train station there was an unbroken beeping from the metal detectors that had been installed since the jihadi attacks began, but they were unmanned and everyone and everything was getting through, setting them off. He bought a ticket, indicating the destination by pointing to the chart on the wall. It was almost involuntary: it felt like falling, or like rising in a dream. The motorbike had to travel in the goods carriage and when they asked him for his name, to be put on the receipt, he spoke for the first time since the day he’d buried his brother.
 
         ‘My name is Leila.’
 
         The train began its journey and he sat looking out of the window, the dead memory stirring as he went through the land he knew, past the basement snooker clubs full of teenagers, past the mosque whose mullah had decreed polio vaccination a Western conspiracy but had then made announcements in its favour after his own little daughter was taken by the disease, past the house of a dying man whose five children could not come to his deathbed because they had sought asylum in Western countries, past the policeman who stopped by the roadside to take a deep drag from a hashish smoker’s cigarette, past cart donkeys no bigger than goats who were pulling monumental loads along thoroughfares where humans were being beaten and abused in prisons, madhouses, schools and orphanages, past the words on the back of a rickshaw that playfully warned the driver behind it: Don’t come too near or love will result, past the dark-skinned woman who had used so much skin-bleaching cream that although she was now pale, she bruised at the merest of touches, past the college boy reading a novel in which the only detailed descriptions occurred during sex and torture or during sexual torture, past the beggars whose bodies had been devoured by hunger, past the green ponds above which insects the size of tin-openers were flying, past the towns and cities and villages of his immense homeland of heartbreaking beauty, containing saints and sinners and a gentle religion, kind mothers and dutiful fathers who indulged their obedient children, its crimson dawns and its blue-smoke dusks, and its unforgivable cruelty, its jasmine flowers that lived as briefly as bursts of laughter and its minarets from where Allah was pleaded with to send the monsoon rains, and from where Allah was pleaded with to end the monsoon rains, and its unforgivable dishonesty, its rich for whom the poor died shallower deaths, its poor to whom only stories about hunger seemed true, its snow-blind mountains and sunburned deserts and beehives producing honey as sweet as the sound of Urdu, and its unforgivable brutality, and its unforgivable dishonesty, and its unforgivable cruelty, past the boy sending a text message to the girl he loved, past the two shopkeepers arguing about cricket, past the clerk who was having to go and work abroad (‘I love Pakistan but Pakistan doesn’t love me back and is forcing me to leave!’), past the government-run schools where the teachers taught only the barest minimum so the pupils would be forced to hire them for private tuition, past the girl pasting a new picture into her Aishwarya Rai scrapbook, past the crossroads decorated with giant fibreglass replicas of the mountain under which Pakistan’s nuclear bombs were tested, past the men unworthy of the rights their women conferred on them, past the trucks painted with the colours of jewels, past the six-year-olds selling Made in China prayer mats at traffic lights, past the ten-year-olds working in steel foundries, past the poet who was a voice in everyone’s head telling them what they already knew, past the narrow alleys of the bazaars where it was possible to get caught in human traffic jams and stand immobile for half an hour, past the fields of sorghum and sugar cane and pearl millet, past the most beautiful, surpassingly generous and honest people under the sky, past the mausoleum of a saint who arrived on a visit and was murdered because the people knew his grave would bring pilgrims and trade to their village, past the men and women for whom it was impossible to believe that there was no God and that He wasn’t looking after them, because how else could they have been spared the poverty, destruction and random violence that lay all around them?
         
 
         Getting off the train he rode to the Indus on the motorbike and on towards the mansion. Why had he gone so far away from here? Because he had to take Wamaq’s body to Lahore, because Wamaq had always said he would be buried in the same cemetery as his namesake poet. Walking away from his brother’s grave, his mind had stumbled into the void from which it was only now emerging.
         
 
         It was fully dark by the time he climbed the mansion’s boundary wall and entered the room at the back. As he crossed it he felt the presence of the animals and birds in the darkness around him, the stags with antlers weighing a third of their bodies, the glittering Gilgit butterflies under their glass dome, the cheetah whose spots made it look as though it had come in out of a black rain. Silent, he stopped in front of the door.
 
         She undid the latch on the other side and blindly reached out her hand to take his, the absence of light so complete around them that their strongest glances were absorbed and utterly disappeared. He led her to where he knew there was a divan covered in a dust sheet.
 
         They undressed and in the glow of the gold attached to her skin they saw each other for the first time since becoming separated all those years ago. Gently they touched each other, he mindful of her torn back, she kissing his mouth and throat and chest, the parts of his body he used for singing. No one – not even they themselves – knew the origins of their attachment. Perhaps the earliest incident had been the mullah beating Qes for not having memorized his Quranic lessons, and bruises appearing on Leila’s body.
         
 
         As they picked up their clothes afterwards, he noticed the small rips and tears in various locations on her garments. But she was smiling with happiness just to be near him. Dressed, they were once again in the darkness.
 
         ‘I need something from my room before I go.’
 
         ‘All right.’ There was no fear or hesitation in the voice. They stepped into the corridor and with complete self-possession walked towards her room, entering a hall and going up a flight of stairs. He saw her wooden bed with the many nails driven into it, making outlines of her body. She went to the picture above the bed. Throwing aside the knife she took from behind it, she opened the frame and removed the picture. On its back she had written down the secret names that she had given to her four missing daughters.
 
         They were descending the stairs when they saw Timur in the large hall. They stopped.
 
         He was looking at one of the doors that opened on to the hall – it led to the suite of rooms occupied by the new wife. They watched as a devastated Razia opened the door and fell into his arms. ‘It’s not a boy,’ she said, weeping. In her right hand was the ancient dagger with which the umbilical cords were always cut.
 
         Timur separated himself from his mother and stood looking at the floor in a dazed state. Picking up the table that held a vase of plastic lilies, he hurled it against the wall with an immense roar. Leila moved backwards on to a higher step but Qes remained where he was. Razia was weeping, her eyes shut.
 
         As the moments passed and they waited for Timur to look up and discover them, Leila came back down and stood beside Qes.
 
         At that moment, a dozen of Timur’s men entered the hall, all of them armed.
         
 
         ‘What do you want?’ Timur turned to them and bellowed.
 
         One of them came forward and prepared to speak up. He was wearing black clothes and only when red spots materialized on the floor below him did it become obvious that he was bleeding. ‘Nadir Shah is on the island. He has complete control.’
 
         ‘Why is Allah punishing us good Muslims?’ Razia exclaimed.
 
         ‘That fucking island!’ Timur shouted. ‘Set fire to it – the building and everything in it, the trees and every last blade of grass. Burn even the water around it!’
 
         The old woman let out a cry of horror. ‘What are you saying, Timur?’
 
         The man in black said, ‘We can’t get near it. They have rocket-propelled grenades and there are landmines all along the edge of the island. We don’t know where they got them from. He and his sons must have developed links with the jihadis.’
         
 
         ‘I don’t care. Take every bandit and son of a whore in this house and go and burn it all to the ground.’
 
         Razia grabbed his arm. ‘You can drive him off another way. Allah is on our side, remember.’
 
         ‘Where is your Allah and how many cannons does he have?’ Timur said. ‘Stay out of it, it doesn’t concern you.’ Then he turned squarely to her. ‘And it’s your fault that I am alone against him and his sons – why didn’t you perform your duty as a woman and give me brothers?’
 
         Razia raised the hand with the dagger to her mouth and bit her knuckles, the long dazzling blade with the verses of the Quran etched on to it jutting from her fist. She stepped away from him, the eyes ringed with white lashes wide with surprise, the head lowered as she seemed to recover and, with a fixed empty smile, said, ‘The fate of the mosque does concern me. It concerns me as a Muslim. Angels sent by Allah Himself built that mosque …’
 
         Leila tightened her grip on Qes as Timur struck the old woman hard on the face, knocking her to the ground, the elegant dagger rattling to the other end of the hall. ‘I am sick of all this,’ Timur said and he bent down and grabbed hold of the thousand-bead rosary and tore it to pieces, sending the little black spheres flying in all directions. Some of them even slipped under the door to the new wife’s rooms. He straightened and turned to his men.
         
 
         ‘What are you still doing here? Didn’t you hear my orders?’
 
         ‘Call them back, in the name of Allah,’ Razia pleaded as she wept on the floor.
 
         He stood above her with his loud breathing and then walked over to the dagger. He picked it up, went to the door behind which the birth had just taken place and kicked it open with his foot. Screams and cries went up in the room, the sounds of panic. Leila attempted to stop Qes but he stayed her gently and went down the staircase at great speed, she following a few steps behind.
 
         ‘For the last time, don’t do that to the mosque,’ Razia was saying wretchedly, scrabbling around for her rosary beads with her fingers, as Qes and Leila went past her. They heard Timur give a great enraged shout and then an immense silence descended on the world.
 
         Leila and Qes entered the room and saw that the new mother, with her hands red and an expression of crazed hatred on her face, was standing above Timur, who lay on the floor, his mouth still open from that shout. The woman stepped back as he pulled the dagger out of his breast and, the instinct for force still undamaged within the confused and dying mind, stabbed his own stomach with it, once, twice, driving the blade most of the way in each time as the blood welled out of his mouth through gritted teeth. He plunged it blindly into his thigh and groin, and into his face below the right eye, and lastly into the house itself, stabbing the granite floor beside him. Against the walls stood the motionless servant girls, and the midwife clutching the minutes-old human being. She came forward and handed the baby to its mother.
 
         Timur’s blood roamed the floor. Razia, having finally gathered the remains of her rosary from the hall, entered and slowly began to pick the beads off the bedroom floor, each new one bringing her deeper into the room, and closer to Timur’s body. Many of them she collected out of his blood. One lay near his hand – the hand that held the dagger embedded up to the hilt in the stone floor. Only then did she seem to see him.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Brushing against the stationary animals in the darkness, Qes and Leila crossed the room and went out into the night. They stood looking at the sky, taking the galaxies on to their faces, the tide of scents from night flowers. But a minute later he brought her back to the room and switched on the lights. He opened all the windows one by one and began to move the animals so that they faced the door to the outside. When she understood, she lifted the glass dome off the emerald butterflies and carried them to a windowsill. He climbed on to the shoulders of the tiger and raised his hand to unhook the opening of the cage in which a paradise flycatcher sat, bound to its swing with thin wire. He moved towards the tiger’s haunches and opened the cage of the blossom-headed parakeet. Without touching the ground he stepped on to the table and then on to the back of the lioness and on to the blue antelope, opening all the cages suspended from the ceiling that was painted like a garden. When they left they made sure both panels of the door were open behind them, each cage swinging on its long chain.
         
 
         The next song he’d make up for her would be about a lamp in a room where two lovers met – so engrossed did the flame become in watching them that it continued to burn when the oil finished. [image: alt]
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