wasn't eaten by wild beasts, murdered by Signor
Khan, or kidnapped by bandits, 1 would die of
fever, for I did get a fever. But Signor Khan
insisted we carry on, even though I had a raging
temperature and thought I would die. Yet though
he attended to me and probably saved my life

with his care, Signor Khan was like a man driven

by some other purpose, forcing us onwards day

by day by day.

Trom Delhi we travel another fifteen days on the
road heading for Lahore, from where we will make
Kashmir. The Musulman tells me
climb up to the Khyber

the ascent into
that from there, we will

Pass and into Afghanistan. My
in an isolated fort near the borders of Kafirstan-

We reach the foothills and feel the first chill of

the mountains.

fatherisa prisoner



got to know most of my protectors during our

many weeks in each other’s company.

When the track broadens sufficiently, I ride on
ahead and then, as casually as I can, drop back
and back, until eventually I have scanned all their
faces. I don't recognize any of them.

“I can’t see Asaf Mohammed,” I murmur in
an off-hand way, pulling alongside Signor Khan.
“And where are the emperor’s guards?”

“We've taken on men who know the terrain

better than the others. Don’t worry about it. Asaf’s

ose who have stayed behind to

s me in the eyeashe
I

probably among th
wait for our return.” He look
k. 01106 more:

says it, and 1 look steadfastly bac

feel in acute danger:
Now lam convinced I
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by day. Lofty highlands rise on either side of us.

The scenery gets bleaker, browner, but somehow
purer. There is a great beauty in the ice-blue skies,
the terraced slopes of vines, nuts and fruit trees,
and the slender turquoise domes and minarets we
begin to glimpse on the distant skyline, as we cross

the pass into Afghanistan.

I have been in Hindustan over three months
now, so have at last picked up some Urdu;

enough to understand from the talk among the

guards that we are avoiding any towns: We

capital, Kabul, and climb high inf®
ns. Our pace quickens-
<hort-tempered
quickly-

bypass the

the surrounding mountal
Signor Khan seems nervous. He1s

{ o
and shouts at the men to mOVE mor!

avoids my eye PoW

tly in my buffalos”
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“Why don't I what?”
“Why don’t you kill me?”

Signor Khan shakes his head violently. “Why
don’t I kill you?”

“You want the money don’t you?” I don’t flinch
and my voice stays steady. “You wanted ke Ocean
of the Moon. 1 don’t know why you didn't take it
in the desert when you could have. Why didn't
you?”

He stares through me, then drops his hand and
re-sheathes his dagger. The tears hang like icicles
on his ravaged cheeks. He glances around him as
if afraid we might be overheard, then he drops to
his haunches and rests his head between his arms.

EI - . an ] E . ]

. z - Y ﬂ‘-
of him, I sit on a rock justa little way © =
says nothing, then he sp

ime, he
For a long \ded by spies: $° be

low and fast. “We are surro

Yoo

L8]
fYyour guard. You see,

your fathep ”

I am as much a hostag;
His whisper is low but harsh. “"
warlord M. Baba sent me to collect the rans

but kept back My 0wn son, whom he said he wo

kill if T didn return within two years. It js ¢

month over the years agreed.”
I groan with pity. He doesn’t Pause. “At fi,

I admit j¢, | thought only of getting hold of ;

Ocean of the Mpop. Your father told me of it dur;

Mir Bab, Wwanted for the ransom, but he was
the pay



“The one lie I told you and your family was the
amount needed for the ransom. I had to tell you
it was thousands so that you would know there

was no alternative but to give me The Ocean of the

Moon.”

“I always knew we couldn’t trust you,” I say

bitterly.

“ implore your forgiveness.

a hand to his heart.
me. Why should you? As you say:

espe

steal The Ocean of the Moon;
attack In the desert? 1 could have
bone to

mewhere- The fake

down to the find it. I knew

” Signor Khan puts
“1 know you haven't trusted
why did I not
cially after the
skinned you
;t must be o8

didn't fool ™€

t
not only to God, but to your father. I promised to
¢ b
get his ransom. Honour dictated that I keep my
vows.”
But you tried to kill me in the balcony of the
Great Hall, didn't you?” I whisper
IlTh
at was not me. The Grand Vigjer knew if

h
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are ready to fight to the death for the prince of

their choice. There may be four princes, but when
the time comes for a new emperor to succeed
Shah Jehan, believe me Filippo, only one son will
be alive — and he will be the next emperor.”

“So, the Grand Vizier supports Aurangzeb?” I
ponder. “And you? Who do you support?”

Signor Khan'’s voice wavers slightly. “If I were
a free man, | would support the eldest, Prince

Dara. He is a good man with a true heart and a

love of the people.”

The words have barely left his lips, and I think

that only I could possibly
a whistle, a drawn

sitting

he has spoken so quietly
heard, but thereisa swish;
ignor Khan stays as he is,
head in his hands, but

have
breath, a hiss. S
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Aurangzeb's spies, and his son was dead. That
is what the messenger had come to tell him that
night. How sorry I was now; how racked with guilt
as I remembered my harsh attitude to him: how
[ hadn’t asked who the stranger was, nor shown
pity for his distress. Only now do I understand
the trap the Musulman had been in; why he had
been in such a hurry. He had tried to be my friend
as much as he could, even though his son's fate
hung in the balance. Whenever I was ill, and held
up the journey, he looked after me, knowing that

it i i 1
was delaying his return to save his son.

I -~ .
was found by tribesmen whe came upon me

at th
. ¢ bottom of a gully half-frozen to death.
Y guards ang the ransom money had melteq




those with ransom money. They knew exactly in

whose hands my father was and where he was
being kept prisoner. We were within a day’s walk
of Mir Baba’s stronghold. They fed me and gave
me a blanket, but they looked afraid and keen to
be rid of me.

After two days, an older tribesman comes to me
and indicates that I should follow him. We walk
all day and roll ourselves into yak skins at night.
When I awake, the tribesman has gone. Before me
are the curving, battle-worn ramparts of the prison

fort. T stand before the huge, scarred wooden

gates. Can my father be somewhere within those

towering walls?
smoking cheroots,

Lounging around outside,

guards; scrawny ;agged—lot:kmgmenw:ith SWOL'ds
at mm.ancl I know that thaywould kill on

the slightest whim. They stare casually. I might b

astray dog, for all the interest they show. Perhap

I no longer ook foreign. My skin has becom

sall i
ow through months in India, and my body is
g : :
OW quite thin and almost Jost in the loose tun;
c
and py; i
nd pyjamas I wear, having long ago given y
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blank. He waves me inside. We enter a spacious
but bare earthy courtyard, and I am taken across
it to a room and thrust inside.

I find myself standing before an older man.
His beard is grey and his face puckered with old
scars. He lounges on a grubby bolstered mattress,

smoking a hookah. But 1 am not deceived by

his casualness; by the bowing and deference the

I know this must be 2 chief.

warrior showed him,

“So what have I got as payment?” he demands
d-toothed grin, though his eyes do
This is Mir Baba, in the
sure he ordered the

with a betel-re

not smile. I hate him.

pay of the Grand Vizier. I am

killing of Signo
snatched the ransom money from our .
aying with me, thinking 1 have m,g,mg P

jacket and, from &7
ruby and diamond

r Khan and his sor

is pl

encrusted ring little Murad gave m.e. I still have
the dagger hidden away. The sarcastic smile
vanishes from his face. Greedily, he takes the ring
and turns it between his fingers, holding it upin a
thin ray of light.
Please let it be enough, 1 pray. I close my eyes and
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voices fading as | crumple to the ground
nd.




“No, Father! My name is Filippo. You don't

know me because I was born after you left, We

tried to tell you...”
He cackles, then weeps. “Did you bring 7k

Ocean of the Moon?”

I get to my feet and sway. He reaches out and,

though barely sturdier than I, supports me, then

embraces me.

I never answer his question, and he never asks
it again. We leave the room. No one challenges
us as we stumble out, father and son, our arms

linked, and just walk away from his prison.
- B Ia&
So it is done. It is sixteen months since I le
paid; my father is free.

Venice, but the ransom is
But for what? They have kept him in a dungeon all
till he has become asick and demented
a wreck in mind and body
pitiless place to begin

those years,
Slowly, we leave that hard,

our long journey home. We reach a trade route
through the mountains and by using some of the
jewels from Murad’s dagger, bargain a place on
the caravan train on its way to Lahore and Delhj.
Rambling and mostly incomprehensible, my
father questions me about the family, and Venice.
He forgets MY answers, and questions me again
and again about home. How badly he wants to see

Ver: .
enice again, byt we only get as far as Lahor,
e.

Once more,




Royal Treasurer, and then return to Venice as
speedily as possible.

As I got close to the city, sounds of wailing
and lamentation echoed from the balconies and
minarets. Then I heard the news: Queen Mumtaz
Mahal, the favourite wife of the emperor, for whom
he had bought The Ocean of the Moon, had died in
childbirth. The emperor was crazed with grief and

the whole kingdom was plunged into mourning.
This wonder, this creation of incomparable

had brought nothing but sorrow and

of the Moon; how T

beauty,

death. How I cursed The Ocean
get away

hated that land. All I wanted to do was

from that country — that whole continent

as possible. 5
Thm;lle&;mndusm;-fedhgr.mpw.' :

never wanting to return.
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Prince Aurangzeb deposed his father and is the

ruler of the empire. On our journey from Venice,
we heard of the murders, treachery and many
dark deeds which, several years on, eventually led
to Prince Aurangzeb taking power. However, he
did not kill his father. The Great Emperor, Shah
Jehan still lives — they say he is a prisoner in his
own palace; 1 think of my father. But my little
friend Prince Murad is dead, as are Prince Sultan
Sujah and the revered Prince Dara. They fought
<ach other, as my Musulman said they would, and
were outwitted and murdered by Aurangzeb and
his supporters.

We had thought of bypassing Agra, nOt
of blood, and yet We
Jeath of his beloved
had built her

wishing to visit such a city
had also heard that after the
Queen Mumtaz, Shah Jehan

comb, which many fellow travellers told us W
mb, 7

of unimaginable beauty, and not to be missed.
So now we stand outside the great arched
gateway. It is dawn. Within the high walls, we
can see the tops of the trees and clouds of green
parrots swooping and screeching as they greet

the new day. We hear the call to prayer. The echo

reaches us; long, long, reverberations of:

Allabu-Ak-bar
Adb-baz?aﬂ{&z-i&zéa-tmzf[aﬁ

Asb-hadu anng Mabamnmﬁar-ﬁadafalhb
Ha_a.g;z_z'ahdm&;b
Hayya-alal-Falyy,
Allabu Akbar
La dabu illallab

There is a sense of immens
z ©€NSe peace and &goodn
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blankets and greet us as we enter the dark green
gardens. Night still hangs in shadows and stretches
long-fingered across the lawns. The great sky
turns silver. Our hearts stop. The light strikes an
opaque shape. It is a dome; a vast dome — bigger
than any I have ever seen. More and more light
pours through a crack in the dawn sky. The dome
floats moon-white, like a giant lotus, and lights up
the four white minarets standing like handmaidens
at each corner.

Carlo hides his eyes as if he has seen a vision.

“Is it really there?” he asks, awestruck.

yes! Itis still there.”
remember Shah Jehan
Moon in his fingers:

He looks again. “Yes,
But I am silent. T
holding The Ocean of the
suspended in the candlelight so

were flled with air, fire, water and ice. I seem to
— but huge and overwhelming:

Yo

see it again now

that the gems

as if we stand within the jewel itself.

I'too shut my eyes, expecting that such beauty
cannot be real, that it will have vanished when we
open them again. But it hasn’t. We stare in utter

silence,

watching the dawn sliding pale pink over
the white marble.

We have been standing for three hours. The
sun is riding high in an azure sky, the dome is
too white, tog bright to look at, but still we stand,

daz i
zled, speaking occasionally in hushed voice:
Beynnd ?




masterpiece cannot stay hidden, either in its
creator’s workshop or in the secret jewel box of
a queen. Rather, it is an inspiration for ever and
ever. Instead of The Ocean of the Moon being a gift
for the living, it became, for Shah Jehan in his
grief, transformed into this shining tomb.
Whoever has The Ocean of the Moon now, and for
whatever dark purpose it has been used, the Taj
Mahal, as they call it, will always be a monument
to love, and represent all that is good in the world.

Perhaps even the life of my father was worth it.

I leave this land in peace.

Itis known that Geronimo Veronese, the jeweller,
came from Venice to Hindustan (India) during
the reign of the Great Mogul Shah Jehan
probably to buy precious stones. He could also
have been empl

ployed by one of the Mogul courts.

Co
ntemporary travellers report that he was tak
hostage b .
tage by Afghans. He died and is buried in
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