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Don’t miss the rest of the thrilling EMPIRE OF THE MOGHUL series


About the Author
   
Alex Rutherford lives in London.  Raiders from the North, Brothers at War, Ruler of the World, The Tainted Throne and The Serpent’s Tooth were the first five novels in the Empire of the Moghul series; this is the sixth.


Praise for Alex Rutherford:

‘A totally absorbing narrative filled with authentic historical characters and sweeping action set in an age of horrifying but magnificent savagery.  The writing is as compelling as the events described and kept me eagerly leaping from one page to the next’ Wilbur Smith

‘[Joins] the ranks of Conn Iggulden and Simon Scarrow … Breathtaking stuff’ Manda Scott, author of Boudica

‘Alex Rutherford has set the bar high’ Daily Mail

‘The prose is athletic, the action never lags … Rutherford writes like a crack reporter covering war from the front lines’ Time Out, Mumbai

‘Combines the glittering details of Moghul court life and the savagery of their culture … Vividly descriptive, Rutherford provides an extensive look at a proud nation and their deadly rulers’ Canberra Times

‘This is surely one of the great love stories set against a backdrop of savage action and ruthless civil war … the story had me engrossed all the way’ Gympie Times
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About the Book

A new emperor, Aurangzeb, sits on India’s glittering Peacock Throne – the throne he seized from his father while the old emperor still lived. He has paid for it with blood: during the brutal civil war he hunted down and killed his brothers. Now he must return the Moghul Empire to the true path and achieve new glory. But the exercise of great power is isolating. With enemies everywhere, who should he trust? Certainly not his sons. He must rely on himself and the knowledge that there are more ways to subdue a man than on the battlefield.

But as the years pass memories haunt him – memories of a father who never loved him and a mother who lies in the Taj Mahal; of murdered brothers and of sons and daughters locked in sunless prisons. He tells himself that everything he has done has been necessary – moral, even. But how will his God judge him?
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‘The art of reigning is so delicate that a king must be jealous of his own shadow’

Advice of the Emperor Aurangzeb


Chapter 1

The Tiger’s Claws

‘The great Bijapuri general Afzal Khan asked Shivaji for a truce so they could meet to agree terms for the Bijapuris to cease the conflict,’ the bearded Maratha commander told his companion as they rode side by side through the Deccan hills to a council of war. ‘Shivaji agreed to the truce and to the meeting but put no trust in Afzal Khan and so prepared carefully. He selected a clearing in some dense jungle beneath his hilltop fortress as the place to talk. Understanding Afzal Khan’s vanity, he had a sumptuous silk-hung pavilion erected at its centre. He then had two pathways cut through the jungle to the clearing, one from his own fort and one from the direction of Afzal Khan’s camp. He wrote to his enemy that only such a magnificent setting could live up to a momentous meeting between two such great leaders and invited Afzal Khan to arrive first to enjoy the splendours. He did all this so he would know by which route Afzal Khan would come and to give himself an unobstructed view from the hilltop of his enemy’s approach before he himself set out.

‘Not content with this, he sent fifty foot soldiers to conceal themselves in the jungle around the clearing, my men and I among them. He had us tie leafy branches to ourselves and our equipment to hide us better. As the time agreed for the meeting drew near, Shivaji – watching from the fort’s high battlements – saw Afzal Khan approaching with about a hundred men. Quickly he sent a messenger – the Brahmin Gopinath – to remind Afzal Khan they’d agreed each would bring only one armed bodyguard and to suggest he leave the rest of his troops by a rock about a mile along the track which he had, as he put it, fortuitously marked earlier with a red cross.

‘The Bijapuri general duly left his men at the rock and travelled the remaining distance to the pavilion in a palanquin with a single bodyguard. I was hidden in the long grass near the path with my men, all of us trying to remain still – no easy task, I can assure you, with the heat and the flies and mosquitoes buzzing around us. Our orders were to show ourselves only if Afzal Khan attempted some trick. As he passed, carried by four bearers in his gilded palanquin, he didn’t seem to be wearing any armour – just a baggy cream robe held together by a jewelled belt. I recognised the muscular shaven-headed bodyguard walking behind him. I had good reason to – it was Sayyid Banda, a bald-headed giant of a man, whose blade left this scar you can still see across the bridge of my nose during our last battle. When the small procession reached the pavilion, about a hundred yards from where I was hiding, the bearers gently lowered the palanquin and withdrew down the track where they squatted on the ground. Afzal Khan motioned Sayyid Banda to enter the pavilion. He did so and a moment or two later reappeared. Apparently satisfied that all was as it should be, he signalled to Afzal Khan, who stepped from the palanquin and himself went inside.

‘Next I heard a blast of trumpets from the fort on the hill. Shivaji approached on foot a few minutes later. He too was wearing simple garments, in his case of blue cotton. Like Afzal Khan, he’d brought just one bodyguard. When Shivaji was a few paces from the pavilion Afzal Khan appeared in the doorway. They made an ill-assorted pair – Afzal Khan broad, stocky and hairy as a bear, our leader small and wiry. Shivaji bowed as he neared the general, who stepped towards him with a broad smile on his face and spread his arms as if to embrace him. Then I caught the flash of metal. Afzal Khan had had a dagger concealed in his wide sleeve, and now struck for Shivaji’s heart. But you know how quick and agile Shivaji can be. He swayed back. The slashing blade cut only his blue robe. As my men and I jumped to our feet and rushed forward, drawing our weapons, he hurled himself on Afzal Khan, who screamed and fell forward, blood crimsoning his pale clothes.’

‘So it’s true – Shivaji did use the wagnuck, the tiger’s claws?’

‘Yes. He’d concealed it in his right hand and its sharp steel did its work. While Shivaji and his bodyguard turned on Sayyid Banda, the bearers – brave men, I must say – ran forward and bundled the general into his palanquin and started back down the path, leaving a trail of blood behind them. I shouted to my men to seize the bearers while I dragged Afzal Khan from the palanquin. He was barely conscious, so it was an easy matter for me to finish him off with a sword thrust into his ample belly. Then I ran towards Shivaji, thinking to help him by avenging myself against Sayyid Banda, but the swordsman was already on his knees, dying. His hand clutched at his throat ripped open by the tiger’s claws and his lifeblood was pumping on to the red Deccan earth.’

The commander stopped speaking, almost breathless, as if he had been reliving the fight once more.

‘I never tire of that story,’ his companion said a few moments later. ‘But why do you think Shivaji’s summoned us here today? Is he planning a new campaign?’

‘We’ll soon find out.’

The two men approached Shivaji’s command tent and dismounted in the purpling dusk. Together they entered the tent to find the Maratha leader already in full flow, eyes afire with zeal and passion as he denounced the Moghul emperor Aurangzeb as an alien invader of the Marathas’ homeland who had no respect for their faith. ‘He calls us “mountain rats” but he’s the vermin. To satisfy his lust for power he exterminated his own brothers and has imprisoned his father these past years to usurp the throne – vile crimes even by the tenets of his own religion. Rats or not, we’ve already bitten his hand and will do so again and again till we rid ourselves of him.’

With his men fired almost to frenzy by his oratory and dramatic gestures, Shivaji revealed his plan. ‘We will go north and west, travelling by night and in small groups to draw as little attention to ourselves as possible. Then we will unite to seize and plunder the Moghuls’ rich trading port of Surat. My spies tell me that in his foolishness and pride Aurangzeb leaves it but weakly defended, believing none dare attack. He will soon learn better, humbled before his people and our own. Now go and prepare for war, booty and everlasting glory!’ His commanders bellowed their support.

‘Let Aurangzeb’s throat beware the tiger’s claws,’ one of the two late-coming officers said to the other as they departed.
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‘This is the moment. Let the Moghuls pay in blood for their crimes and conquests. Remind them Hindustan is ours not theirs!’ Shivaji kicked his heels into the flanks of his black stallion. The animal burst from the shelter of some brush out on to the soft tangerine sands of the beach as Shivaji charged at the head of his five hundred men towards the low mud walls surrounding Surat. His month-long journey west had been swift and for the most part undetected. Any Moghul commanders who had heard reports of the small bands in which they had travelled had dismissed them as mere roving groups of dacoits before resuming their lives of comfort. Soon they and their kind would learn their error.

Extending his sword before him, Shivaji bent to the already sweat-scummed neck of his horse as it leapt the first of the defences – a wall no more than three feet high. Behind it, a bearded Moghul soldier tried to raise his arm to protect himself but Shivaji’s sword cut into it, severing it just above the wrist. Shivaji was beyond the man before he could strike again and his second blow caught a Moghul officer across his mouth, smashing his teeth and dropping his jaw, slack and bloody, on to his chest. The few other Moghul troops manning the outer defences were already running back towards the inner city walls, some abandoning their weapons as they fled. Then Shivaji heard a ragged series of cracks – musket shots. The purple-turbaned Maratha at his side slid slowly from his saddle, clawing at his chest, and was trampled beneath the hooves of those behind. Nearby a horse crumpled to the sandy ground, throwing its rider as it fell. Two or three other Marathas started to drop back, either themselves or their mounts wounded, but the rest galloped resolutely on.

Looking up at Surat, Shivaji saw a group of Moghul musketmen silhouetted on the flat roof of a two- or three-storey building just behind the closed south gates of the city. They were pushing their ramrods into the barrels of their muskets, preparing to fire again. ‘Make for the gates before they can reload,’ he shouted, turning his horse in that direction with his left hand while slashing with the sword in his right at the back of another fleeing Moghul soldier. Soon he and several of his men were at the gates. He was half hoping that those inside would open them just a little to admit any of their fleeing comrades who made it that far, but no. The defenders were hard-hearted and sensible enough to abandon their fellows to their fate rather than give him a chance to force an entry.

Shivaji thought quickly. How then were he and his men to get into the city?

Leap from horseback on to the walls? No. At about twelve feet they were too high. Form some kind of human ladder? No. Too risky, and it would take too long. Then he saw a small cannon barrel lying rusty and abandoned in the shadow of the mud wall. ‘Grab that cannon barrel – we can use it as a battering ram,’ he shouted as he leapt from his saddle and ran towards it, followed by several of his bodyguards. One of them fell but was quickly up again; a trip not a musket ball must have been the cause. Soon Shivaji and eight of his men, all sweating profusely beneath their breastplates, had lifted the barrel and were in front of the gates.

‘Shouldn’t we hit at that small door in the left gate which they must use at night?’ one of his men suggested.

‘Good idea. Aim for the hinges,’ Shivaji replied. ‘All together at the count of three.’ Gasping with the effort, they swung the heavy barrel back and using all their force crashed it into the door hinge. No effect. ‘Again!’ This time some of the wood splintered but the door remained firmly in position. ‘Harder!’ The third blow knocked the door from its hinges. One of his bodyguard – a short but powerfully built youth – was first through, followed by Shivaji himself and then by twenty or so more of his men. Bending low, they rushed towards the building from which the Moghuls had been shooting, just as one of the Moghuls fired again. The short young man sprawled into the dust, hit in the leg. One of the Marathas too had a loaded musket and coolly paused to take deliberate aim. A green-tunicked Moghul musketeer twisted and pitched from the roof, arms and legs flailing, to crash headfirst to the earth, shattering his skull and spilling his brains. The rest appeared to be trying to flee by jumping or lowering themselves to the ground but the Marathas were on them at once, thrusting and stabbing, and none got away.

As Shivaji and his men paused to take breath, one of his scouts ran up. ‘The Moghuls are abandoning the city, sire. A large well-armed group fled on horseback through a north gate with what looked like several officers at their head. Others are rowing out to Moghul ships in the harbour which are already raising sail.’

‘Cowards all! Start searching for their treasures – products of the taxes Aurangzeb pitilessly piles on us all … And be sure not to harm the common townspeople. They suffer as much at Moghul hands as we do. But look methodically. Our oppressors will have concealed their treasure vaults well.’

Shivaji himself led a small group towards the warehouses fronting the harbour, taking care to keep close to the walls of buildings in case the Moghuls’ flight was a pretence and other troops remained in ambush on the rooftops. But all was quiet as he reached the sea, sparkling beneath the morning sun, and turned along the normally thronging but now deserted wharves. Some large bales of bright yellow cloth lay where dock labourers had dropped them as they fled. Two discarded barrels had spilled much of their contents of pepper into the dust. There was no sound beyond the lapping of the water and the occasional cries of the seabirds pecking at fish on abandoned stalls fringing the quay.

Quietly, Shivaji and his men approached a high brick wall surrounding several large sandstone buildings. Suddenly a musket ball whistled past his ear and others raised puffs of dust around his feet. One Maratha fell, clutching at his bleeding calf. ‘Take cover where you can,’ Shivaji yelled. The firing was coming from the brick-walled compound. Shivaji guessed from his spies’ reports that it must house the European traders – an assumption confirmed when a pale face peered cautiously from an open casement in a higher storey of one of the buildings. A second man appeared at the window, holding a musket which he fired quickly before ducking back down. Despite his apparent haste another Maratha collapsed, the shoulder of his white tunic reddening. One of his comrades rushed forward, seized him beneath the arms and dragged him into the shelter of one of the cloth bales.

Shivaji thought for a moment. There was at least fifty feet of open ground around the compound’s high walls. His men would not lack the courage to cross it, but some would undoubtedly fall. Why waste their lives? ‘Pull back, but surround the compound and make sure no one gets in or out. We will search for the Moghul treasuries and decide what to do with these foreigners later.’

An hour or two passed, but despite discovering some silver coin in the old citadel Shivaji knew they had not found the main stocks of valuables that must exist. He was standing in the shade of two large palm trees puzzling where they might be hidden when a grizzled officer approached him. ‘Sire, one of my men insists that when he stamped his feet on the sandstone paving around the edge of that water tank over there it sounded hollow in one place. He thinks there may be a vault beneath it. When I threw a stone into the water in the tank it didn’t seem as deep as I would expect. He could be right.’

‘Well then. Lift those pavings.’

The Marathas were quickly at work, levering up the flagstones with anything they could find. In less than ten minutes their efforts had uncovered steep steps leading down beneath the tank. A locked metal grille barred the way. A musketeer poured powder from his powder horn on to the lock, ignited it and stood back. A flash and a bang and the grille opened. Beyond through the smoke and gloom Shivaji saw some large iron-bound chests. ‘Prise those open,’ he shouted. His men rushed to obey and soon they had raised the heavy lids, revealing a mass of gold and silver coin.

A smiling Shivaji was still examining the contents of the largest of the chests, letting the coins run through his fingers, when another of his officers – a stout man he had left in charge of the cordon around the European compound – ran up. ‘Sire, the Europeans are …’ he said, gasping for breath.

‘The Europeans are what?’

‘They are offering to ransom themselves and their property.’

‘Go on.’

After taking another gulp of air the man continued. ‘One of the merchants – a white-haired man with a forked beard – came to a window, his hands in the air. He shouted in our language that he wished to talk to whoever was in charge. I came out into the open and told him I was. He said simply that the merchants would give us many lakhs in coin if we agreed to leave them and their compound untouched. I told him you were the only person who could decide but I would inform you at once.’

Shivaji paused to think. The Europeans were well armed. To overcome them by force would incur casualties and take time. Time during which the Moghuls might return, perhaps reinforced. The ransom offered was large, and when added to the contents of the chests around him would sate his men’s hunger for plunder as well as finance his campaigns against Hindustan’s oppressors for a considerable time. What’s more, why should he make an enemy of these foreigners, whose own relations with the Moghuls were not, he had heard, that good? Their support – and in particular the modern weapons they could supply – might prove useful in his future struggles to free his homeland.

‘Tell them I accept their offer.’
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Screeching crows searched for roosts as dusk began to fall on the Red Fort in Delhi and the Emperor Aurangzeb walked from his private apartments through the lines of his bowing courtiers and commanders to his open-sided Hall of Public Audience. He looked neither left nor right as he mounted the marble dais and seated himself on his father’s golden, jewel-encrusted peacock throne. He presented an imposing if austere figure, tall and slim in plain cream robes, his long elegant fingers resting lightly on the throne’s glittering arms. His beard, frosted with grey, was neatly trimmed. The unsmiling dark eyes above his hawk nose were fixed on the yellow silk clad person of the Governor of Surat, whom two guards were leading towards him. When he was twelve feet from the dais the governor threw himself full length to the ground.

‘Rise. I do not require such extravagant and ostentatious shows of submission.’ Aurangzeb’s voice was quiet and emotionless. ‘What I do require, however, is an explanation of your actions at Surat. How could you allow the upstart Shivaji and his hill bandits to loot the city?’

‘Majesty, I did not have a big enough garrison. The Marathas came in their thousands. They took us by surprise. They were fanatics, careless of their own lives. Surat’s defences have not been fully repaired since … since the … events just before you came to the throne …’

‘How many men did you have, in fact?’

‘No more than six hundred and fifty.’

‘And cannon?’

‘Ten, but small and of old design.’

‘Why didn’t you post outlying sentries on horseback to warn of any approaching danger?’

‘I posted sentries … but not mounted. And I realise now not enough, Majesty.’

Aurangzeb held the governor with his silent gaze.

‘Majesty, all I could do was to order the citizens to take their most precious possessions and flee for their lives into the countryside,’ the governor stammered.

‘As you did yourself?’

‘Yes.’ The governor hung his head.

‘Leaving Surat to be plundered for four days?’

The governor nodded, his throat suddenly too dry to speak. The man’s unease and fear were all too obvious. His face was running with sweat, staining the neck of his yellow silk tunic.

‘How did the Europeans succeed in safeguarding their property when you could not protect mine?’

The governor’s eyes were flickering from side to side in panic and he was twisting his hands together. ‘Majesty, they had a small area to defend. I had a whole town.’ He gulped for breath. ‘The foreigners had new weapons … my men were too few … They feared the Marathas …’

Clearly the governor hadn’t realised how much he already knew, Aurangzeb thought to himself – or the strength of his network of spies, or the grasp of detail on which he prided himself. ‘But what about the three thousand troops who according to your previous report should have been garrisoning the town?’ Aurangzeb produced a piece of paper. ‘My treasurer has given me your receipt for the annual allowance you are paid for their maintenance from my imperial treasury. Isn’t that your seal and signature?’

The governor, now shaking uncontrollably, dropped to his knees before Aurangzeb. He could not answer. Knowing the man had appropriated the allowance instead of using it to recruit, pay and equip troops, Aurangzeb rose to his feet, a stern, straight-backed figure. ‘You have betrayed not only your emperor but more importantly your god by breaking the tenets of the holy Koran which forbid theft and corruption. You have disgraced me and your religion before an infidel and the foreigners who are already insolent and contemptuous of our rule. If you had died you would have been a martyr. Now what are you? A cur, cringing and whimpering before your master. Because I am merciful I will not send you to your eternal punishment, but you and your family will surrender your property to the throne. To cleanse yourself of your sin you will make the haj to Mecca as a poor and humble pilgrim, living only by the alms you can beg on the way. Now get out of my sight!’

The governor, by now slumped on the floor, tried to stand but fell back. The two guards seized him by the arms and dragged him away, leaving a trail of yellow liquid in his wake. The coward had lost control of his bladder.

Aurangzeb turned to his silent courtiers and generals. ‘Remember that man’s fate. I will not let the acid of corruption eat into the ties that bind our state. I shall not be so merciful if any of you transgress. As for that traitor Shivaji, I have already despatched strong forces to wipe him and his insults to the Moghul dynasty from the surface of the earth. All of you are now dismissed to apply yourselves to your duties with renewed and selfless determination and vigour.’

Dusk had fallen and bats not crows filled the air as Aurangzeb returned to his personal apartments. Alone there he took out a key, unlocked a small ivory casket and removed a piece of paper. Still standing, he re-read the letter he had received from Shivaji and shown to no one.

You Moghuls think you are fine soldiers but even the best of you could not survive for long in my lands. The territory of the Marathas is harsh and hard but it is ours. We love it and will defend it to the last of our lives and fortresses. Trespass here and you will drown in your own blood.

Such boastful and arrogant taunting might provoke other men into rash and hasty actions, as Shivaji doubtless intended it should him. But experience had taught him the value of keeping his emotions under control and concentrating on what mattered – in this case bringing those who defied him to justice. This he would achieve in his own time and in his own way, but when his victory came it would be absolute and for ever: a lesson to any other aspiring rebel upstarts.
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