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I

On the day he is taken from his family, Abbas is carving a peacock into a cabinet door. He drives his gouge tip through the rosewood, adjusting the pressure with his pointer finger. Grooves deepen, a beak appears. He moves on to sculpt feathers, stacked like scales. He excels at this task and has never been so bored in his life.

Seated nearby on coir mats are his father and two older brothers, Junaid and Farooq. With a post braced against the inside of his knee, Junaid knocks out nuggets of unwanted wood with the tak-tak! of his mallet and chisel. Farooq sketches a pair of peacocks for a headboard. Their father sands a finished post, stopping every so often to shoot Abbas a warning look.

“No more of your toys,” his father has told him in private. “Beds and cabinets, that’s it. The toys only bring trouble.”

Pausing to arch his back, Abbas is distracted by a pigeon fluttering down from a roof across the lane. Curious, isn’t it, the way birds bob their heads while they walk but never while they fly? (Abbas finds it curious, though some might say curiosity is exactly his problem.) He wonders if it’s something to do with a connective mechanism between the leg and the neck. And, he wonders, if one were to construct a mechanical pigeon, how might the head be engineered to jerk with every step?

Then he recalls something a friend once told him.

Ask too many questions and next thing you know, you’re the one being questioned.

Abbas is trading out one gouge for another when a man appears at the threshold, holding a bayonet that surpasses him in height. By the tiger-striped sleeves, Abbas knows him to be one of Tipu Sultan’s royal guards.

“Are you Abbas, son of Yusuf Muhammad?” the guard says.

“Who’s asking?” says Abbas, not as coolly as he’d like.

The guard takes a breath. “Tipu Sultan Fath Ali Khan, the Tiger of Mysore, the Padshah of Patan, Breaker of Colonel Baillie, and God-Given Overseer of the State—” Across the lane, a lathe shrieks to a stop. People lift their heads from their work. “—has summoned Abbas, son of Yusuf Muhammad, to the Summer Palace.”

“Outside the city walls?” asks Abbas, who has never in his life been outside the city walls.

“Is there another Summer Palace?” says the guard. “Get up!”

Abbas stands, his legs tingling with pins and needles. He wonders if he will faint.

“Wait,” says Yusuf Muhammad, following Abbas and the guard into the lane. “He’s only seventeen. Let me answer for his crimes.”

“What crimes?” says Junaid. “What is all this about?”

“Did I say crimes? I meant misdeeds.” Yusuf Muhammad drops his voice low. “Is this about the eunuch?”

“Eunuch?” says the guard, affronted.

“I can speak for myself,” Abbas says quickly. He follows the guard’s instruction to walk three paces ahead but does not grant his family a backward glance, knowing it is too late to explain himself or ask their forgiveness.

It is said that in Srirangapatna, the spies outnumber the people. There are the spymasters and couriers of Tipu Sultan, ferrying messages to and from the capital city, and then there are the spies of Tipu’s enemies—the Nizam of Hyderabad, the Nairs of Malabar, the Marathas, the English, the Mangalorean Catholics. (Do not even get Tipu started on those Catholics; mention the Catholics in his presence and he will have a gold-plated fit.) Tipu has spies in the courts of his friends and enemies, too, constantly sending him intelligence, which, problematically, only excites the thirst for more intelligence.

But these are problematic times.

Tipu’s kingdom barely survived the most recent war with the English, and talk of still another is always on the horizon. The people never know who is coming from where to take what from whom. All they can do is submit to power each time it changes hands, each time the powerful decide to redecorate. This one wants a new calendar. That one wants his face struck on a coin. With every alteration, large and small, the ground unfirms itself beneath their feet, making it nearly impossible for anyone to leave a lasting mark.

At the moment, Abbas has no interest in leaving a mark. All he wants is to stay out of trouble, though it is, perhaps, a little late for that.

Abbas has never been to the Summer Palace before, but he has made eight toys for Zubaida Begum, one of the high-ranking consorts of Tipu’s zenana. The carved animals moved by hand crank: elephants, tigers, and horses. Soon after Abbas made one for Zubaida Begum, she ordered seven more, one after another.

To collect the toys, she sent a man by the name of Khwaja Irfan. From a distance, Abbas would watch Khwaja Irfan coming down the lane, easy to spot in his brassy cloaks of green or marigold, silks that spoke of royal places. He had a pointy chin and keen eyes, no facial hair to disguise the fineness of his features. “What’s the matter?” he asked Abbas the first time they met. “Never met a eunuch before?”

Abbas shook his head.

“Then I’m your first. How fun for me.” Khwaja Irfan closed the umbrella he’d been using to shield himself from the sun.

Abbas was taken with the umbrella’s handle, how it curved up into the graven head of a tiger.

Khwaja Irfan noticed him staring. “Nice, isn’t it. Pure elephant ivory.”

Abbas eyed the cut of the teeth and said: “No.”

“What do you mean, no?”

“Ivory wood, maybe. Whoever told you otherwise was lying.”

Khwaja Irfan appraised him with a sly smile. “Okay, Know-It-All.”

Somehow Khwaja Irfan would manage to tuck that phrase into each of his visits, a teasing that made him feel like family. Or at least like the sort of family Abbas would’ve requested had he any choice in the matter. His brothers were chipped from the same block of stone as their mother—blunt, judgmental, suspicious of smiley types. Of eunuchs his mother said that they were gossips and could never be trusted.

The family regarded Abbas’s toys with a similar mix of disdain and skepticism. Only his father took a sheepish interest, asking for the occasional demonstration, which often ended with him saying, “How do you come up with these things?” This, to Abbas, was the highest of praise.

It made Abbas doubly proud to deliver the begum’s payment to his father. The rupiya always came in a silk drawstring pouch, embroidered in gold with Tipu’s tiger insignia. Before handing the pouch to his father, Abbas took a private moment to hold it to his nose and inhale.

Rosewater. Betel. Mysterious womanly smells.

“The real thing smells better,” came a remark from Farooq, tailed by laughter.

Abbas shuffles ahead of the guard, down a row of artisans ordered by the nobility of their crafts: the potters, the weavers and embroiderers, the goldsmiths and blacksmiths, the muralists and miniaturists. (“At least we’re not next to the leatherworkers,” their father used to say about being at the far end. “We’re quite a ways from them.”) There is Ustad Mahfuz and deaf Bilal, Madhava the Younger and Madhava the Disciple, Tariq and Khandan and old Ustad Saadat with his weird glass eye, tossing a bit of bread to a stringy dog.

Some of them stare. Others know better.

Though the forges are behind him now, Abbas can still hear a hammer clinking against iron, can still picture that white-orange rod wilting as if by magic, the air above it shimmering. Abbas has always liked watching the blacksmiths. It occurs to him now that he may never watch them again.

A pair of peepal trees wave him along, their leaves softly gossiping in his wake.

Soon he comes to the Water Gate, the tunnel that allows commoners to enter and leave the city. The same gate through which Yusuf Muhammad led them twelve years ago, along with a number of other woodworkers from Shimoga, all of them recruited by Tipu’s father to carve the walls and columns of the Summer Palace. Yusuf Muhammad took a look around at the capital city—at the whimsical footbridges and gold-leafed fountains, at the mighty temple gopuras and the soaring minarets, not a poor person in sight, even the stray dogs lounging about with an air of satisfaction—and thought: Why leave? What reason would one have to abandon the protective walls of Srirangapatna?

Now, as Abbas passes beneath the dangling bodies of bats, he feels as though Srirangapatna is abandoning him.

“What do you call a know-it-all who knows nothing?” Khwaja Irfan asked Abbas, the last time they met.

Abbas considered the question. “European.”

Khwaja Irfan laughed. “Not bad, kid.”

“I’m not a kid.” Abbas set his latest creation on the table. “Would a kid make this?”

It was a painted wooden horse, carrying a wooden Tipu Sultan on its back. Abbas gently turned the crank, bringing the horse to a gallop, its head easing forward and back, the legs scissoring open and closed, the tail extending like a windblown pennant.

“Shabash,” said Khwaja Irfan softly, all joking set aside.

Abbas offered him a turn. Khwaja Irfan guided the handle, shy at first, then transfixed. “Maybe you do know it all,” he said, bringing the horse to a stop.

While packing the toy into a straw-filled crate, Abbas asked, as nonchalantly as he could, if Zubaida Begum had said anything about the last toy.

“She liked it,” said Khwaja Irfan.

Abbas paused, knowing he shouldn’t ask the next question. “What does she look like?”

Khwaja Irfan raised an eyebrow. “Careful.”

“I’m just asking.”

“Ask too many questions, my friend, and next thing you know, you’re the one being questioned.”

Abbas finished packing in silence and nailed the crate shut. “Here you go,” he said, pushing the crate toward Khwaja Irfan, who was staring into the street, preoccupied.

When he spoke, his voice was low, almost a murmur.


Were an artist to choose me for his model—

How could he draw the form of a sigh?



“What is that?” Abbas asked.

“It’s a poem she wrote.” Khwaja Irfan paused in contemplation. “She is a poet, an artist. Like you.”

Abbas waited for more, his chest beginning to thrum with a sweet sort of turbulence.

But then Khwaja Irfan turned away and stepped into the street, the package in his arms. Over his shoulder he called, “Khuda hafiz, Know-It-All.”

Abbas muttered the poem to himself, committing it to memory.

Only later (too late) did he notice the tiger-head umbrella, roaring mutely against the wall.

At the guard’s prompting, Abbas climbs a set of steps and passes through a sandstone arch that delivers them into Daria Daulat Bagh. It is an ocean of a garden, populated with fruiting and flowering plants from all over the world. Pigeons flutter and coo from a domed pigeon keep, flying in and out, messages tied to their ankles.

Down the smooth stone path he proceeds, past shrubs tamed to spheres, trees whittled to points, grass clipped tight as carpet. Beyond this lies the Summer Palace, its dark maw cut by columns. He has never seen it before, only heard it described by his father. But his father neglected to mention the enormous cages that flank the entrance, each holding a replica of a tiger. So lifelike, Abbas thinks as he nears, observing the perfect stroke of each stripe, the citrine of each eye.

One of the tigers flicks its tail, causing Abbas to leap back.

“That’s Bahadur Khan,” the guard says. “He gets edgy around feeding time.”

As they pass, the tiger raises its head with an intent expression, as though undressing Abbas to the bone.

Inside the Summer Palace, painted battles span the walls, dizzy with red-coated soldiers being skewered by Tipu’s cavalry. Still other walls are painted in delicate climbing vines, florals of carmine and blue.

No time to marvel. The guard directs him through forests of fragrance—sandalwood, teak—and around a corner, where they come upon a hidden staircase.

“Up,” says the guard. Abbas is surprised, having assumed that the only direction he would be going is down. At the top of the landing, he finds himself in a grand pavilion propped by columns, every cornice frothing with scrolls and carvings. And there at the far end sits Tipu Sultan, leaning casually on a bolster pillow. Beneath him is a vast carpet. Above him is a finely dressed servant, stirring the air with a fan of white peacock feathers. The servant is wearing slippers.

Abbas presses his bony feet together, wishing he could’ve washed them.

“You with the yellow dhoti,” says Tipu, confusing Abbas, for he had assumed his dhoti to be white. “Come forward.”

As he approaches, Abbas notices a European, clad in a pyjama and turban, sitting off to the right of Tipu Sultan. The European has a long pink face that brings a mandrill to mind. His eyes are squinty and golden brown, so clear they seem capable of seeing into Abbas’s thoughts, specifically the one about the mandrill. Abbas drops his gaze to the carpet, where a border of red tulips bloom, their stems leading to the circle where Tipu sits.

“Salaam,” says Tipu Sultan.

Abbas bows, keeping his focus on the spurs of Tipu’s leather shoes.

Tipu Sultan’s face is round and mild. He has the glower of a hawk, the chin of a mouse. He lets pass a long silence.

“You are the toymaker,” says Tipu, finally.

“Yes, Padshah.” Abbas clasps his hands. “I am Abbas, son of Yusuf Muhammad.”

“I knew an Abbas, son of Yusuf Muhammad.”

Everyone knows of that Abbas, son of Yusuf Muhammad, the general and traitor recently executed by strangulation.

“No relation,” says Abbas.

“But you know another traitor, I do believe. Your toys were very popular with the begum he worked for. Now we know why. She and the eunuch were in the pocket of that termite, Nana Phadnavis. What I’ll never understand is why anyone would trust a Maratha. Isn’t it so, Musa?”

“Indeed it is their nature,” says the European—with an Arabic name?—in surprisingly smooth Kannada. “Even a Maratha will not trust a Maratha.”

Tipu raises a finger. Another servant appears, carrying the wooden horse toy, the one with a painted Tipu Sultan on its back.

Abbas feels sick.

“Did you make this?” asks Tipu Sultan.

“Yes, Padshah.”

Tipu rotates the hand crank, studying the gallop. Abbas catches the eye of the European Musa, who is staring not at the trotting horse but at Abbas.

“This is not how a horse runs,” Tipu says flatly. “You have the back legs and hind legs running in tandem, like a dog’s. When a horse gallops, each hoof meets the ground at a different moment. I am an expert on horses because of my father, praise be his memory. He could have written a treatise on horses to rival that of Xenophon.”

“Forgive me, Padshah.”

“Your second offense is that you’ve made an effigy of me.” Tipu points at his wooden self. “One in which my legs have been made to appear ludicrously short. This offense is punishable by death—really anything is punishable by death if I say so.”

Abbas tries to plead for his life, but the words catch in his throat. At the outskirts of his vision, the columns begin to sway.

“In spite of your failures,” Tipu continues, “I see your natural capacity. So does my French friend here. This is Musa Du Leze, the greatest inventor in France. He has agreed to work with you on the making of Mysore’s first automate.” Tipu pauses. “You are jiggling your head but you do not understand. Musa?”

“You may imagine it as a great moving toy,” says Musa Du Leze, in Kannada. Abbas blinks at them both, trying hard not to jiggle his head.

“This is taking forever,” Tipu says. “Bring the gun.”

Du Leze unfolds his long legs. A servant hands him a rifle, and for a moment, Abbas can feel the ghost of a bullet pierce his own chest. “Wait—” he says, putting up his hands. But Du Leze is turning the rifle around, inviting Abbas to look closely at the ornament on its sights.

“Et voilà.” Du Leze, towering over him, points to a tiny bronze man pinned by a tiny bronze tiger. The two figures are marvelously detailed, such that Abbas can distinguish the boots and hat, those trademarks of the Europeans.

“You and I will make this,” says Du Leze. His voice is baritone, his breath exceptionally stale. “Out of wood and to human scale.”

“I want it as tall as Musa Du Leze,” says Tipu. “And I want the teeth planted in the neck of the infidel.” Tipu points to the exact coordinates in his own throat, adding that the automaton should also emit a growling sound. “And music. It will be most amusing if the toy can play music.”

Tipu and Du Leze discuss what kind of music. Abbas studies the ornament, trying to picture a musician crouched inside the tiger, perhaps playing a flute …

“In six weeks there will be a party for the unveiling,” says Tipu. “I expect perfection.”

“Évidemment, Padshah. I would offer no less.”

“What’s next, Raja Khan?”

The slippered servant bends to speak. “You have a meeting with the commissioners of the board of trade—”

“All nine?”

“All nine, Padshah. Then a meeting with the rocket master.”

“Ya Allah. I’ve taken naps that were more interesting.” Placing a hand on his knee, Tipu rises. “Still here?” he says to Abbas, who has been hovering at the edge of the carpet, waiting to be dismissed. “Oh, right.” Tipu nods at Raja Khan, who removes a small silk purse from his pocket. Another servant transfers the purse from Raja Khan to Abbas.

“Take that to your father,” Tipu says, “in recognition of his loyalty.”

Receiving the purse in both hands, Abbas thanks the padshah for his infinite generosity. The purse, embroidered in gold with the tiger insignia, weighs heavily on his palm.

“One thing I notice,” says Tipu. “You haven’t asked me about Khwaja Irfan. Aren’t you curious?”

There is an innocence to the question, the way it is offered like an open hand ready to crush the bones of another.

“I assumed he was punished, Padshah.”

“Punished,” Tipu says dryly. “And how do you think I should punish someone who has eaten my salt and worn my silk and acted so treacherously?”

“It is not for me to know, Padshah.”

“Clever boy. Most people are not as clever as you, though. So if anyone is foolish enough to ask you what I did with Khwaja Irfan, you will tell them I said: Who is Khwaja Irfan?”

At last, with a nod, Tipu releases Abbas from his presence. Abbas bows and shuffles back down the entire length of the pavilion, as though walking a plank so narrow he cannot turn, can only step-by-step reverse.

When Abbas found the tiger-head umbrella, he could not help picking it up to study the craftsmanship of the handle. He especially liked the hollow of the tiger’s mouth, its thornlike fangs. He dipped his fingertip into the maw and grazed the fine edge of something. Without thinking, he pulled a tightly rolled piece of paper halfway out of the mouth before stuffing it back in, his stomach churning.

“What’s that?” his father said.

Abbas spun around, pressing the umbrella to his chest. “What’s what?”

His father pried the umbrella from his grip and pulled the rolled paper from its hollow. Palmyra leaf. Scanning it, his face darkened. The paper was packed tight with writing, wispy letters hanging off horizontal bars.

“Marathi,” his father said in a dead whisper.

“We don’t know what it says.”

His father rolled the note and pushed it back into the tiger’s mouth. He grabbed his shawl from the shelf and wound it around the umbrella.

Abbas trotted after him, down the street. “Let me keep it for him, he’ll be back any moment.”

His father quickened his pace. “Who is he to you? No one.”

“He is my friend!” Abbas cried after his father, uncertain if this was true, if Khwaja Irfan would’ve said the same.

His father stepped off the street, not looking Abbas in the eye as he cupped the back of Abbas’s neck and pulled him in as if for an embrace.

“Do you want to live,” he said quietly, “or do you want friends?”

The question, the touch—these stunned Abbas. He shut his eyes against a world that was forcing him to choose.

Without another word, his father walked away, clutching the umbrella like a weapon that might go off in his own hands.

Du Leze walks out of the palace in confident strides, Abbas lagging behind at a respectful distance. The sky is sullen with cloud. A sky he nearly lost.

Halfway down the stone path, the Frenchman halts to sniff a brilliant red rose. “I am sorry you lost your friend,” he murmurs into the flower.

Abbas says nothing, reluctant to admit that such a friendship ever existed.

“But,” says Du Leze, dipping his nose into another bloom, “you would do well to forget him now.”

“Yes, Musa Sahab.”

“My name is not Musa.” A smile plays at the corner of the Frenchman’s mouth. “I have not had the pleasure of parting the Red Sea.”

“But the padshah called you Musa.”

“He means Monsieur. It is a French term of respect. My name is Lucien Du Leze.”

Abbas nods. “Moosa Loosen Doo Leez Sahab.”

“Never mind, Sahab is fine. Come along.”

Once they have reached the sandstone arch, Du Leze stops and exhales, as if relieved to have put distance between himself and Tipu Sultan. He turns to Abbas. “This project will require long hours of work, so I propose you to spend your nights here.”

“Inside the palace, Sahab? With the padshah?”

“Ah, he rarely comes out here. Only to entertain foreigners. But the unveiling will be held on these grounds, so we must stay until the finish. Now I wish you to go and inform your family and return before the gate is closed.”

Abbas consents with a small bow and turns to leave.

“One other thing,” says Du Leze. “The spinning device beneath the platform—who taught you to make that?”

“Taught me, Sahab? No one taught me.”

“Not your father?”

Abbas shakes his head. “Was it wrong?”

“Not at all.” The Frenchman regards Abbas with new interest. “Hurry home, now.”

Abbas dips his head, takes his leave.

Du Leze lingers, watching the boy run through the arch, pale soles flashing. He touches the side of his patka, where a slim silver flask lies in wait against his waist. Only a fool would risk a sip in the padshah’s garden, eyes on all sides, the relief purely temporary.

But then, he has made foolish decisions in his life. He hopes Abbas is not one of them.

Two weeks ago, Tipu Sultan invited Du Leze to take a look at Zubaida Begum’s moving toys, which had been confiscated from the zenana. It was unlikely, said Tipu, that the woodworker’s boy had been involved in the plot; unlikely, or rather, just likely enough to warrant killing him off. A way of tying up loose ends.

“Unless you think he’s worth keeping around, to help you with the automaton.” Tipu handed Du Leze the running tiger. “That one is very fine, is it not?”

Du Leze turned the toy over, squinting at the screws and stacked discs, and wondered why he had agreed to make the automaton at all. (Not that Tipu had given him much of a choice, he being the only clockmaker at court.) In Paris, he’d made several, alongside a partner he’d worked with for decades, their history so deep each could read the other’s thoughts. And now Du Leze was to choose a new partner, a stranger, fluent in the local figurative style. He had planned to ask around, to study the work of different artisans and then choose the best, but that was before Tipu put a boy’s life in his hands. A boy of promise. A boy of seventeen. The precise age when Du Leze’s own skills had begun to take wing, such that he could finally make a watch without assistance from his master.

In that moment, Du Leze almost wished the boy had colluded with the eunuch. At least then, Du Leze could have put his own conscience aside.

“Well?” said Tipu. “Is it any good?”

Du Leze set down the tiger toy—praying the promise it held would bear out—and called it the work of a born master.

Most of the way home, Abbas keeps his gaze on the ground, occasionally stepping out of the path of a two-wheeled cart. The silk pouch, hidden beneath his turban, jostles atop his head. Blood money, an almost unbearable weight.

How will he explain to his family the meaning of l’automate? He knows he should be practicing, trying to summon the right words.

How could he draw … the form … of a sigh?

These are the only words that come to him.

He has been reciting the poem to himself ever since Khwaja Irfan’s final visit. A woman wrote those lines. A woman who might be dead. He did not need to ask Tipu Sultan about her; everyone knew how Zubaida Begum was taken away, imprisoned in one of Tipu’s newly named forts. And yet Abbas keeps murmuring her poem from time to time, as if it has taken up residence in his rib cage, where it flutters and stills and flutters again.

He pauses in the same spot where his father had hugged him close. He can still feel the pressure at the back of his neck.

Who is he to you? his father had said.

To his father, Khwaja Irfan was the two-faced eunuch who nearly got his boy thrown in the dungeon.

To Abbas, Khwaja Irfan was the one who said: She is a poet, an artist. Like you. And something thus far unseen had risen in Abbas, some want given witness.

His mind teeming, he walks straight into someone who says: “Careful.”

The voice is that of Khwaja Irfan, or so it seems to Abbas for one miraculous moment.

But no, he realizes it’s only the Soul, a local addict who shuffles from place to place, muttering to himself. The Soul, they call him, because his body has grown so wasted and wraithlike he may as well ascend already. Normally Abbas would hold his nose and edge past, but the Soul pins him in place with a statement:

“They chain your arms and put you in water up to your chin.”

“Who?” Abbas asks, though he can already see the answer: Khwaja Irfan, panting for air, water lapping at his lower lip. Abbas shakes his head but the image remains, it will forever remain.

The Soul says, “Watch your step,” and then wanders away.

In his wake, the sky seems to whiten and the very air over the road wavers from the heat, like the air over the forge, where metal is made and unmade.

And which will he be, Abbas wonders, dread rolling over him.

Made or unmade?




II

It is a well-known fact that of Tipu Sultan’s many children, the one he loves best is Muiz-ud-din.

Muiz is five years old. His skin is fair as his father’s, his eyes as wide and limpid, possessing the spirit and authority of a born monarch.

His older brother Abdul Khaliq is considered a bit less impressive. Not just because of his dark skin or his full lips or even his flattish nose; no, the problem has something to do with his doleful countenance, as if he’s always on the verge of apologizing.

A prince should not make apologies, Tipu believes. Nor should a king. So Tipu did not apologize to his boys when surrendering them to Lord Cornwallis two years before, after the humiliating defeat at Bangalore. Cornwallis had demanded the boys as collateral, in case Tipu failed to hold to the terms of the peace treaty.

No Western artist was present at the moment when Tipu bade his sons goodbye, yet the scene was rendered a dozen times over by Western artists, in immense and inaccurate detail, reproduced in prints and engravings. Here was beautiful Muiz, stepping away from the gaggle of distraught brown men toward the orderly ranks of white men, Muiz’s own hand growing whiter in Cornwallis’s palm. Where Abdul was included, he, too, received a whitening treatment, and so stepped the nation out of barbary, at least temporarily.

Now it is 1794, and the boys have been returned to Mysore, due to Tipu’s good behavior and his timely payment of one crore and sixty lakhs, a sum extracted as tribute from the people of Mysore, many of whom, unable to submit to this “mandatory gift,” have fled to neighboring districts.

What the boys saw and did in Madras, under Cornwallis’s care, they have not said. Not that Tipu is asking. Expressing curiosity in this matter is out of the question, as is saying thank you. Did Tipu’s own father offer thanks after Tipu, age sixteen, led Haidar Ali’s forces into the Carnatic and besieged Ambur? No, he did not. It’s not for the father to say thank you to the son; it is for the son to say: Anything else I can do, Father?

Still, Tipu is not his father. He would like to express his appreciation with a gift the likes of which his sons have never seen. (Unlike the unimaginative palanquin that Cornwallis sent back with them, which Tipu stored, still wrapped, in the deepest reaches of his vault.) The tiger automaton will be a gift of such grandeur and ferocity that it will silence all memory of the boys’ exile.

And what does Abbas know of all this, of what is riding on the success of the automaton? Very little, which is perhaps as it should be. Let him sleep in the soft splendor of the palace; let him dream of flutists climbing out the mouths of live tigers. He has much to learn. For now, let him be.




III

Abbas wakes in a panic: he has no idea where he is. After the answer dawns on him—the Frenchman’s suite in the Summer Palace—another panic: he has no idea where to urinate.

A quick investigation leads him to a lidded pot beneath the bed. He has heard that the wealthy relieve themselves in dishware. Until now, he has never believed it.

He sets down the pot in the center of the room. It is smooth and white, ceramic. He removes the lid to find inside the cartoon portrait of an English soldier, palms raised on either side of his frantic, pig-nosed, about-to-be-peed-upon face. On the inner wall of the bowl is a small sculpted frog, a baffling ornament until Abbas realizes this is where he’s meant to aim.

After drowning the piggy Englishman (which, truth be told, does prove pleasing), Abbas closes the lid and wonders where to deposit the contents. The bowl has a handle. Presumably someone else will be grasping that handle—a mortifying thought. He slides the covered pot under his bed.

Once dressed and groomed, he stands in the middle of the room, not sure which way is the Qibla. He looks around for any sign. Junaid would say the direction in which one prays doesn’t matter so long as the intention is genuine and one’s mind isn’t wandering. But Abbas’s mind has a tendency to flit, and this is just one of his problems—so says Junaid—this is why Abbas lacks true piety.

Abbas unfurls his mat and faces the jaali-carved window. It fills with pink light, accompanied by the purest adhan he has ever heard, recited by a muezzin who must have the direct ear of Allah. And yet he misses being shoulder to shoulder with his brothers, the crack of Junaid’s knees, their father’s perpetual throat clearings, and there his mind goes again, flitting.

After prayer, there is a stirring outside his door. He cracks it open and peers into the sitting room.

The Frenchman’s door is closed. An embroidered white cloth has been spread over the carpet, set with an array of bronze bowls, one filled with fresh water. Abbas lowers himself onto a cushion embellished with the golden figures of two dancing girls. He drinks from the rim of the water bowl and waits for Du Leze to emerge so they can eat together. Or should he eat in his own room, apart from the Frenchman? The rice is steaming hot, laden with ghee. In a fit of hunger, he swipes two handfuls of rice and rearranges the heap to appear untouched. “Know your place,” his mother warned him before he left. “Don’t go getting a swelled turban.”

At last Du Leze opens his door and halts in the threshold. He is wearing a different set of silk pyjamas, the jama buttoned beneath his left arm in the Muslim style. Neat from the neck down, everything above has a crushed appearance: chaotic white hair, gloomy bags beneath the eyes.

“The boy from yesterday, is it?” says Du Leze, squinting.

“Abbas.”

“Abbas.” Du Leze scratches his stubbled cheek. “You slept in that room?”

“You told me to, Sahab.”

“I remember,” says the Frenchman, a bit defensively. Slowly he lowers one knee down onto the sheet. “You have eaten, yes?”

Du Leze leans across the food to rinse his hands in the bowl of water, which apparently is not for drinking.

“Sahab is not eating breakfast?”

Du Leze produces a silver flask whose clear liquid he pours into a cup of lukewarm coffee. This he stirs with his pinky and downs in three gulps, then shudders. “Breakfast,” he says, then grabs the bowl of nuts. “Lunch.”

Abbas wonders whether he should mention that Tipu Sultan recently abolished the consumption of alcohol, along with other intoxicants like white poppy and hemp. Surely a man like Du Leze, so fluent in Kannada, would be fluent in the rules?

Before Abbas can decide whether to open his mouth, Du Leze hoists himself up. “Much to do, tak tak, let’s go.”

Abbas follows a few paces behind as Du Leze leads them through corridors and across a courtyard. Arriving at a trim, lime-washed shed, Du Leze pushes a sliding door along a horizontal rail, allowing a trapped bird to fly out.

Of all the rooms Abbas has entered over the past two days, this—the workshop of Lucien Du Leze—is the one that steals his breath.

The walls bristle with tools, at least three of every kind and size, veiner and saw and adze and ax, gouges so small and with so many different tips that he cannot predict what all they can do. Nor does he know what to do with himself in their presence, what to touch first or not touch at all. A bouquet of long wooden planks is arranged in a bin. A lathe awaits. And on one of the two tables rests a great mass of wood, stripped of its bark and propped sideways.

Abbas runs his eyes over everything, pausing over an extraordinary contraption consisting of a flat wooden table over a little iron seat. Strung vertically through the center of the table is a serrated blade as long as a man’s arm, as slim as a fingernail. Abbas approaches with care, as if the instrument might at any moment come to life.

“A mechanical scroll saw,” says Du Leze, proudly. “I made it myself—but let us not get distracted.”

Du Leze summons him to a table where an open notebook lies flat, a sharpened stick in the gutter. “Un stylo,” says Du Leze, brandishing the sharpened point, the rest of the graphite rod sheathed in wood. Abbas is still examining the stylo when Du Leze sets the rifle from yesterday on the table. “Alors,” says Du Leze, pointing to the ornament of the tiger and soldier, “see if you can draw this from the left side.”

Abbas chokes the stylo between his fingers. He looks for as long as he can at the ornament, before setting the nib to paper. A few inquiring strokes turn to supple lines. The grain of the paper hums through his fingertips as the drawing grows into an image not of his design, yet somehow becoming his own.

[image: ]
Finished, Abbas sits back, returns the stylo to the gutter, awaits praise.

Hastily Du Leze draws atop the sketch, explaining how the tiger will be hollow, with a bellows in the head and a pipe organ in the body. A lateral slice just above the tiger’s ears will create a sort of lid, which, when removed, will expose the organ pipes. A door along its rib cage will open onto a set of ivory keys, to be operated by an organ player poised by the tiger’s left flank.

“Where shall we hide?” Abbas asks.

“Why would we hide?”

“So as to make the growling sounds from inside the tiger.”

“No, I told you, the bellows—” Du Leze waves a hand. “It will take too long to explain. You work on the outside, and leave the inside to me.”

With a folding ruler, Du Leze chalks the dimensions of the automaton onto the great mass of wood. Abbas passes a hand over the slab. The grain is tight and consistent, the wood spongy, slightly leached of its juices, though not so much that it will crack at the first tap.

“And you,” says Du Leze, handing the chalk to Abbas, who roughs the outline of the Tiger and the Soldier, making sure to stay well within Du Leze’s markings. Here is the anvil of the head, the line of a haunch, the sweep of the belly, the bulb of the muzzle, the bend of a limb. He is shaky at first, but the more he draws, the steadier his hand. After they check all the measurements five times, Du Leze goes to his table. “Now I shall begin on the organ.”

“And me, Sahab?”

Du Leze shrugs as if the answer is obvious. “Now you make the tiger.”

Abbas tries to ignore the little lunge in his stomach as he goes to the wall of tools. His eye leaps from one to the next, dizzy with chisels, drawing a blank. He stands very still, bewildered by every second that goes by in which he has still done nothing.

“Abbas,” says Du Leze. “Come here a moment.”

With a sigh, Abbas joins Du Leze by the scroll saw.

Du Leze gestures with his pipe. “Pluck it. Pluck the blade.”

Abbas plucks the long, thin blade. It pings, vibrating.

“If the blade is too tight, it will snap,” says Du Leze. “If the blade is too loose, it will snap. It must have the proper tension. Tu vois?”

“You want me to use the scroll saw?”

“No, no. I am saying you must hurry up slowly. It’s something my papa used to say—the only useful advice he ever gave me. Festina lente.”

The phrase makes little sense to Abbas, but by the time he has returned to the wall of tools, the fear has slightly loosened its hold, to the point where he can bring himself to take one of the larger gouges off the wall, its curved bit the width of his thumb. He holds the tool up to examine the handle, fine and ferruled, in perfect alignment with the tang. Next he selects a round-headed mallet, fixed tight in its handle. These tools are superior to any he has used before, but, as he well knows, the tools do not make the carver.

Armed, he approaches the mass of wood, and before he can be paralyzed once more, he studies the drawing and begins where he always begins: at the highest point. He knocks the mallet onto the chisel. Another knock, and another, the blows firm but few.

The wood begins to lose its anonymity. He learns its fragrance and grain. Straightening the chisel, he knocks toward what he imagines to be a tiger, waiting to be unleashed.

He is angling the frontal portion of the tiger, someday to be the sweeping curve of the tiger’s downturned neck, when he hears a wondrous thing.

There is Du Leze, seated at the scroll saw, pedaling his feet beneath the tiny table. Its long arm is pecking at impossible speed, the thin blade moving up and down while Du Leze feeds it a slab of blond wood. Abbas goes closer, forgetting to put down his tools, watching how the shavings fly from the iron wheels, how another arm knocks beneath the table, how the slab is being sliced as simply as bread.

Du Leze stops pedaling: the scroll saw goes still. He holds up a slim rectangle. “Joli, n’est-ce pas?”

Abbas is awestruck. He would give anything to try it himself. Before he can ask, Du Leze resumes his pedaling.

At noon, Abbas steps outside to pray. He half expects Du Leze to join him, the Frenchman having assimilated in most other ways, but Du Leze doesn’t look up from his work, does not even seem to hear the muezzin. He is pressing a ruler to a vast swath of paper, his pencil zipping straight lines into some mysterious diamond-like design.

Afterwards lunch is served in the courtyard, where a white sheet has been spread for them. The grass springs up soft beneath his soles. This time Abbas washes his hands in the proper bowl, wondering what about the water makes it feel like wealth itself.

Du Leze, meanwhile, is sitting on a low stool some distance away from the sheet. He is holding a pale piece of hide up to the sky, frowning.

Abbas’s stomach rumbles with longing for the beef flecked with coconut, the swirled nests of idiyappam. He watches Du Leze, who seems to have no idea that lunch is being served, or that Abbas is waiting for him.

“Dommage,” Du Leze mutters. “This hide has too many thin spots. Thin spots leak air and tear easily …” He looks up at Abbas. “You are waiting for me?”

Abbas nods in earnest.

With a sigh, Du Leze drapes the hides over his stool and joins him on the sheet. Abbas serves them both, but once again, Du Leze begins with his flask, which he tips into a glass of guava juice. In one go, he drinks the liquid down and closes his eyes, his face filling with ease. “I paid good money for those sheepskins.”

Abbas speaks around a mouthful. “What are they for, Sahab?”

For the grunt pipe, Du Leze explains, a thing that will work like a bellows, emitting the tiger’s sounds from within the head. “The hide will form the sides, but thin spots leak air, you see, and will compromise the sound. The French word for animal comes from the Latin animus, meaning breath. So of course, the appearance of the tiger itself should be striking, but it is sound that gives the impression of life. Ah! Is that dragon fruit? I adore dragon fruit.”

“Sahab—” Abbas hesitates as Du Leze bites into a gleaming white slice. “Is it true that you are the greatest inventor in France?”

Du Leze scoffs. “Of course not.”

Both of them pause, as if suddenly aware that this answer implies dishonesty on the part of Tipu Sultan.

“I was sent by His Majesty Louis XVI,” Du Leze clarifies. “I came along with the three envoys from Mysore. You have heard of them?”

Abbas nods. Another subject to walk carefully around, in these surroundings.

(A brief word about the royal envoys: Tipu Sultan had sent three noblemen to Paris, with the command that they should bring back a variety of French artisans and engineers, gardeners and physicians, makers of porcelain, glass, clocks, weapons, wool, and, most important of all, the promise of a political alliance. Instead the envoys returned from France with a porcelain hookah and Du Leze. It is said that Tipu flew into a rage, for he had hookahs galore; what he’d wanted was an alliance and artisans to help him start a porcelain manufactory. Wisely, one of the envoys fled Mysore. The other two, Akbar Ali Khan and Muhammad Ousman Khan, accepted Tipu’s invitation to go for a walk in the garden, where he had them killed, and word was spread throughout Mysore that all three had betrayed their sovereign.)

“They betrayed their sovereign,” says Abbas.

“So I hear. I found them quite dignified.” Abbas watches Du Leze stroke the underside of his chin with the back of his fingers, a contemplative gesture. “I had planned to stay in Mysore for one month only. But then … things became complicated in my country.”

“Complicated?”

“War.”

Abbas strokes his own whiskerless chin in imitation of Du Leze. “Here, we are always at war.”

“That is Mysore at war with others. This is France at war with France. The king and queen were thrown in prison, the palace invaded …”

“By who?”

“The people of Paris.”

“Common people?”

“Insurgés. But my friends in Paris tell me a new order is beginning. One that will give power to the class in-between.”

“The class in-between?”

Du Leze stacks his palms, opening and closing them until giving up with a frustrated, “Oof, never mind. Blaque says peace is coming.”

“Blaque is the new king?”

“Ha!” Du Leze flashes a smile. “He does think highly of himself. But no. He was my student at one time. Now he is my business partner, a very gifted clockmaker himself.”

Du Leze curbs himself from saying more, for there is only so much Abbas needs to know. He does not need to know, for example, that Blaque is ten years younger and ten centimeters shorter than Du Leze. Or that Blaque eats raw garlic every morning and claims this to be the reason he rarely catches cold. That he has a birthmark on the inside of his thigh. That he sneezes in threes. That he denies all eye contact when he is angry with someone, which Du Leze finds effectively hurtful. None of this is of any concern to Abbas. Du Leze plucks a dried apricot from a bowlful.

“Have you tried these? They are from the Sultan of Room.”

Abbas takes a bite of the apricot while Du Leze watches for his reaction.

“Nice, eh?” says Du Leze.

Abbas nods. As nice as gnawing on a sugary bit of shoe.

Du Leze reaches into the other side of his patka—a garment of surprising nooks and crannies—and removes a solid silver disc. He thumbs a button on the side of the disc, causing a door to flip open. Without trespassing into the Frenchman’s space, Abbas strains to see what is within.

“L’horloge,” says Du Leze extending his palm, in which the object fits snugly. “It tells time, like the sundial atop the mosque, but with much greater accuracy.”

Abbas studies the circular arrangement of black markings against a white face. Two lines extend from the center of the clock, one line longer than the other, and a third, fine as an eyelash, marches haltingly around the circle.

But how can it move without someone to move it? Abbas wonders.

As if anticipating the question, Du Leze turns the watch around and flips open another door, exposing a series of delicate golden gears turning against one another. They churn of their own accord, teeth fitting perfectly into gaps. How strange that this is the side being concealed, when the back is far more wondrous than the front.

“I made a clock like this for Tipu,” says Du Leze. “Between you and me, this one is better.”

“How so, Sahab?”

“More precise, more elegant. Blaque made it, you see. He is good to me.” Du Leze tilts his head quizzically. “Good to me?”

“Better than
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