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I would like to dedicate this book to my mother,

Ratnabali Mitra, who passed away just one day before I

received the final contract for the Pataliputra trilogy.

During her struggle with cancer, I also got to see the

dedication, tirelessness, and grace of the doctors and nurses

who worked for long hours under extremely stressful

conditions. This book is also dedicated to them and to

everyone in the medical profession.


‘Yunaan-o-misr-o-Roma sab mit gaye jahaan se,

Ab tak magar hai baaki naam-o-nishaan hamaara.’

—Iqbal (Saare Jahaan Se Accha, 1904)
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 Prologue

The year is 330 BC.

Persepolis,  capital  of  the  mighty  Persian  Empire, the richest city under the sun, is now occupied by Alexander of Macedon and his Greek army. The Shahenshah, the Persian ‘King of Kings’ is himself a fugitive, running homeless and hunted through the wilds of Central Asia. The sole superpower of the ancient world has been conquered, and it seems there is now no one, who can stand between Alexander and his dream of conquering the entire known world. 

This is where our story starts. 

The night sky over Persepolis is clear and luminous. Looking out from the city onto the vast  dry plain, which the Persians call the Marv Dasht,  one can see this star-studded panorama stretching unbroken from one horizon to the other. Yet, on an unseasonably cold and windy night during the month of Dystros, the peace and quiet of this primordial scene was shattered by the clatter of hooves. A lone horseman was careering wildly down the dark streets of the sleeping city, headed towards the part of town known as the Asabari.

The news was evidently of great urgency, for he dismounted at a gallop. The two sentries who had been talking, lying wrapped up in their cloaks, immediately snapped to attention. They recognized the distinctive bronze helmet and its crest of feathers. It was an officer of the Silver Shields—Alexander’s personal bodyguard.

“You . . . go and get the bugles sounded, quick! The palace is on fire . . .” he panted, pointing to one of the sentries, a straw-haired youth.

“Your Honour, the palace?” asked the sentry Karanos. He stepped forward and the torch burning on the wall, threw its flickering light across his face. His eyes were wide open and he had the broad, big-boned face of a country bumpkin.

The officer exhaled sharply.

“Did you understand what I just said? Get the men assembled—immediately! Go straight to the captains; tell them to organize all the buckets we can get.” He pointed behind them, “There, see that? We need buckets.”

He was gesturing towards the north where the Apadana—the ancient palace complex of the Persian emperors stood on a platform forty feet high. The two sentries, who had been facing the other way, now turned, following his gaze. A faint orange glow could be seen illuminating the silhouettes of the faraway buildings. Fire!

One glance and Karanos was off like a shot. The officer, whose name was Demetrios, turned towards the other sentry who was still gaping at the spectacle.

“Take me to General Coenus.”

The sentry grabbed one of the torches burning by the side of the outer wall, and they entered through the stone gateway carved with the Faravahar, the symbol of Persian royalty. The double storied house that they had been guarding, was the only one in the vicinity built with sun-dried bricks and wood, and was a part of the sprawling complex of interconnected mud buildings that made up the Asabari. It had formally served as a barracks for the Persian Immortals.

They raced across the open compound and went in through an ornate wooden door. Passing through an ante-chamber, the guide now led Demetrios into a vast, rectangular hall. Thick, wooden pillars supported a high roof that disappeared into the darkness, and amorphous, elongated shadows danced along the walls as they hurried across. On the other end was another doorway. Beyond, lay a spacious courtyard surrounded by rooms and hallways on all four sides.

“He is likely awake, Your Honour. Unable to sleep these days,” whispered the sentry as he walked up to one of the rooms.

It was widely known that Coenus, who was not afraid of any living being, was afraid of ghosts. He had lately become convinced that he was haunted by a female ghost—one of the nice girls from the Persian nobility that he had recently gotten to know. Unfortunately, she had killed herself a little after and the General had taken to spending his nights in prayer and meditation ever since.

The sentry was right. No sooner had they knocked than the door opened and Coenus, with sword in hand, peered out from inside.

Demetrios saluted. The old General might be eccentric but with his reckless courage and unswerving loyalty to the King, he had proven himself in countless battles. He explained the situation. The palace complex was burning and they needed more men to put out the fire. Coenus was to get his soldiers assembled and rush them to the Apadana to help. The King was safe but the fire needed to be put out.

With his message delivered, the officer now excused himself and was off. Outside, orders were being shouted and small clusters of bleary-eyed men stood around, staring in the direction of the Apadana. The conflagration had gained in strength and tongues of flame were leaping up towards the heavens. With a last look back, Demetrios mounted his horse and set off again to the scene of action.

***

Seleucus cursed in exasperation. Bits of flying ash had entered his mouth, and now they clung stubbornly to his lips even as he tried to spit them out. Streams of perspiration rolled down his forehead and burned his eyes as he shouted commands to his men. His head was still groggy from all the drinking. He had been present at the banquet where a very drunk Alexander, goaded on by a whore, had thrown burning torches to the floor of the Hadish, the hundred-columned hall built by the Emperor Xerxes. Alexander had been escorted to safety and he, Seleucus had been directly ordered by the senior General Parmenion to put out the fire.

He was trying, but he could see that popular sentiment was against him. A motley crowd of noblemen, soldiers, musicians and camp followers stood nearby. In a frenzy of emotion and in time to the beating of drums they were shouting long familiar slogans. Over and over again, a single resounding cry was heard:

“Death to Persia! Death to Persia!”

His men, meanwhile, were sweating and grunting in  the  blazing heat given off by the fire. Many grinned, spat, and shouted obscenities. They were formed up in two snaking, parallel lines that stretched all the way back to the water reservoir, and were rapidly passing along buckets of water to throw on the flames. But it was hopeless. They needed more buckets and more men. He had sent his lieutenant Demetrios to get help, but in the meantime, the fire had already gotten out of control. The rich tapestries covering the walls, the cushions, and the priceless carpets had all acted as kindling and rapidly fed the fire.

A fortune was being reduced to ashes right in front of Seleucius’s eyes. Revenge on Persia had been a familiar theme in Greek politics for many decades, but he could see no sense in it. Why destroy something that you now owned? The gilded furniture, the golden drinking goblets encrusted with precious stones, the rare silver and jade utensils, the beautifully carved hunting scenes coloured with lac, the gold and silver overlay on the sculptures and doors—all  of it was melting or burning up. It was a colossal waste! Alexander’s father Philip would never have done something like this.

He was wrenched back from his thoughts by a resounding crash that shook the very ground underneath. The shouts of the mob were momentarily silenced. One of the huge cedar beams holding up the roof had burnt and caved in, crashing sixty-five feet to the ground. Loud cheers now broke out as the mob realized what had happened.

Seleucus knew that the fight was up. The Hadish was done for. Now the real danger was in the fire spreading to the other palaces in the complex. They had to be saved at any cost. But how? The wind was blowing showers of sparks in every direction. It was only a matter of time before one of these burning cinders landed on some expensive curtain or drapery and started a fire in another building. Bits of ash and sulphur seemed to catch in his throat as he thought of this. Maybe he could get his men to pull out the expensive stu“Seleucius!” he felt a heavy hand on his shoulders.

It was Alexander’s lover, Hephaestion. Seleucus saluted.

“Stop this madness right now. The buildings are to burn. The entire complex must be completely destroyed—it is Alexander’s order.”

Seleucus nodded. There was nothing more to be done. Persepolis, the richest city under the sun was to be burnt to the ground on the orders of a drunken king. The result of five hundred years of Persian refinement and civilization, miraculous feats of human engineering and creativity—the magnificent palaces of Xerxes and Cyrus were to be obliterated from human history.

Seleucus hurried over to round up his men. Now that Alexander had asked for all of it to be destroyed, it was open season. They had to get a hold of all the gold and silver utensils from the banquet before they were consumed by the fire. A fortune was to be made.

For the first time since the fire had started, Seleucus Nicator, Commander of one of the three units of the King’s bodyguards, was smiling.

***

Alexander had been escorted to safety as soon as the fires started and now stood surveying the scene from the terrace of one of the houses in the old city. Multiple buildings were on fire in the palace complex and eddying plumes of black smoke blotted out the moon. The wind carried with it embers and bits of ash, and the shrieks of men and women.

The King was in a foul mood. The words of Parmenion rang in his ears over and over again:

“History will remember you as a cruel and ruthless  barbarian Your Majesty, if you allow these palaces to burn.”

He seethed inwardly every time he recalled these words. Parmenion was his most experienced general, a part of the Old Guard that his father had handpicked and groomed. Yet the problem with these old fogies was that they were too stubborn, too stuck to the old ways. They did not share his vision and could not adapt to the changed circumstances, the new world that he, Alexander, was creating.

The General was an old fool. History would remember him, not as a barbarian, but as a world conqueror. He would do what no one before him had done—conquer and rule over the entire known world, unite all of it in one mighty world empire. Persia was already at his feet. India would be next. India—with its innumerable treasures of gold, fine purple, scents, and silver which even his ancestor, the god Herakles had been unable to conquer. Alexander knew that with all its myths and fables, India was the conqueror’s chance to attain undying glory, and he would reduce it to submission, just as he had Persia. He would set the Earth beneath his feet.

That night, as Alexander went to sleep, he dreamt that India, the bird of gold, was calling out to him.

And on that very same night, in Pataliputra, exactly 3,800 kilometers away from Persepolis, a young boy slept, entirely unaware of the storm clouds marching towards the borders of India. 


ff before everything was wrecked for good.


AJEET
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Brothers

The quiet of the pre-dawn hours was broken by murmurs, grunts, and the muffled thuds of bodies hitting the ground. The first rays of the sun had yet to caress the earth’s surface, and the world was still cool and fresh. Yet, the crowd of young men who had gathered at Ajatshatru’s  akhara were already halfway through their daily regimen of exercise and physical training. They were in the great city of Pataliputra, capital of the kingdom of Magadha, and their entire attention was focussed on the match taking place before them.

A giant of a man, who was almost as broad as he was tall, had picked up his opponent and was holding him overhead, threatening to throw him on to the soft, grainy soil of the akhara. A shudder of anticipation ran through the crowd.

 Acharya Vishwa leaned in shouting instructions, “No no, the other way; the other way—throw him on his back!”

The giant made a move as if to toss his victim to the ground. There was a collective intake of breath all around.

“Give up man,” shouted someone from the audience and then whispered urgently to the one next to him, “this is dangerous, mitra. His back . . .”

“He’s stubborn—that one,” his friend whispered back.

The men stood all around the pit, open-mouthed and breathless, their muscles tensed as if the hurt to one of them could be felt by all. Like the ones sparring, they too were students and enthusiasts, and everyone was wearing the tight loincloth known as the langot. Most were caked in mud and sweat.

Acharya too was all attention, ready to stop the fight, should any possibility of injury arise.

“Give up?” asked Navinda, the giant.

Ajeet, the man on top was having the worst of it, but was clearly not in a mood to give up.

“No!”

“Saale . . . take that.” Ajeet was slammed to the ground, and just as Acharya had warned, he landed on his stomach.

Navinda was upon him in a flash. With one knee he pinned Ajeet’s head to the floor and then got a good grip on the part of the langot wrapped around Ajeet’s waist. Then with a mighty grunt, he pulled on the langot and Ajeet’s legs—and consequently his entire body started lifting up into the air. Navinda was forcing Ajeet into a somersault.

Everyone went quiet—Ajeet could end up  chitt any moment now.

But the man was one step ahead. In the few fleeting seconds that his body was in the air, he reached out his hands, braced them against the floor and then spun around on the point of his head like a top. Instead of falling on his back, Ajeet managed to fall on his side.

“Wah . . . sadhu, sadhu!” Loud cheering broke out at Ajeet’s manoeuvre.

This time as he fell on his side, he rolled away and was  already sitting up before Navinda could get him in a hold.

Navinda now approached in a low crouch trying to figure out his next move. As he came closer, Ajeet gripped one of his legs under the knee. Driving his head into Navinda’s stomach, he started to stand up, while simultaneously yanking his adversary’s foot off the ground.

“No, no . . . put your left foot over his other foot, pin it, yes . . . that’s it! Crush the toes into the ground and yank his other foot outwards . . . pull, come on . . .”

Ajeet did as Acharya instructed. One strong yank and a push to the torso, was all that was needed. The massive Navinda toppled over on his back, and Ajeet was upon him the very next instant.

Now it was Navinda who had to try to avoid being pinned down. If Ajeet had gotten up on top of him, he could have reached back with his legs and tried to scissor him. Instead, Ajeet approached him from one side, lying on his stomach and keeping out of reach of his legs. One of his hands was on Navinda’s throat, pinning him down, while the other elbow was bearing down with all its weight on his solar plexus. Ajeet pushed all his weight down onto this elbow.

“Very good, excellent!” said Acharya. He too was down on the ground now, his face inches away from Ajeet’s.

“Give up?” Ajeet muttered through gritted teeth.

“Wretch!” Navinda still had one shoulder off the ground.

“Just leave the elbow Navinda, leave it . . . grab his hand and twist the wrist, he’ll let go . . .”

It was a no-holds-barred fight. Neither of them gave any quarter and neither would give up. Navinda was clearly the better fighter, and yet, Ajeet somehow held on through sheer force of will. The fight see-sawed throughout but as it dragged on, it was clear that Ajeet was tiring.

In the end, Navinda finally pinned him down. It had been an excellent fight. Navinda was one of the richest merchants in all of Magadha, but he was also a famous  kaantod pehelwaan and a champion of Pataliputra. And Ajeet, who was one of the senior officials in the King’s administration, had run him real close. There was a lot of back-slapping and applause as they walked out of the pit. The two wrestlers, who just a while back, would not have shied away from causing real pain to each other, now showed great camaraderie.

“I almost got you today old man,” panted Ajeet.

“Old man yourself, you ass! Do you realize I could have broken your back in there?”

“I know, Arya, I know; but somehow when I am in the middle, I just can’t give up . . .”

They sat down on the low stone platform next to the mud pit, while one of the younger pupils brought them milk mixed with almond paste and spices—the favourite concoction of all Indian wrestlers.

“A man’s got to know when to give up, Ajeet. You know it’s not easy to keep calm during these fights. You get me worked up like that next time and I swear, I might just lose control and break your back.”

“What? Break my back? Is this how a follower of the Buddha talks?”

Navinda smiled. “So now a follower of the  Sangha is not allowed to wrestle, is it?”

“Of course not! You should be meditating!”

“This  is  meditation, Arya. Even the lord Buddha was fond of it—did you know that Tathagata was a very good wrestler when he was younger?”

“Really?”

“Haha,  yes  he  was.  But  that  shouldn’t  matter.  Me  being a Buddhist or you being a hot-shot officer, none of that should matter. This is an akhara, and the moment you step in here, you are my brother. And  malla yuddha is our only religion.”

“Hmm . . . are you saying that there is no god but ‘God’ and that is our Acharya Vishwa?”

“Hahaha, exactly! And what a loving god he is, isn’t he? Eh?”

Acharya was famous for using his birch cane liberally. He claimed it helped maintain motivation during the endless rounds of exercises. Generations of men in Pataliputra had been at the receiving end of that cane. Yet they all loved him. Indeed, they almost worshipped him for his dedication to wrestling. He was over seventy years old, and still in the akhara, shouting away and waving his hands, supervising the next group of fighters.

Ajeet looked at Acharya and smiled. He thought of how he loved malla yuddha—this art that combined brutality and finesse. There was something so pure about it, something very different from the corrupt and deceptive world outside the akhara. He enjoyed the stark, elemental nature of a one-on-one struggle, the purely physical aspect of it that stripped away layers of civilization and appealed to the most authentic part of him. As he looked around, he realized it wasn’t just that. He loved this place—the smell of mud and sweat, the familiar sounds of men grunting and pushing, bodies struggling against each other, the easy camaraderie and friendship, the encouragement that the men gave each other—he loved it al“Where’s Aditya? Bunking again?” Navinda interrupted his thoughts.

Ajeet frowned as he looked around. Aditya, his younger brother hated to wake up in the mornings and would often find an excuse to get away from the rigorous exercise that Ajeet was so fond of.

“Hunhh . . .”

“How’d he get away?”

Ajeet shook his head, “I don’t know—just couldn’t find him in the morning. I think he sneaked away last night itself . . .”

Navinda broke into a grin.

“It’s not funny, Arya. I’m really worried about him. Laziness is one thing but lying and cheating? He promised me he would come today and look, he’s disappeared—no concern about the world or about his future; I don’t know what to do with him. All he wants to do is hunt all day and then hang around with chandals.”

“Let him be, Ajeet. He’s still a kid, let him enjoy himself.”

“He’s not a kid. He’s sixteen now, brother. At that age, I was already working, and . . .”

Navinda never heard the rest of it; for they were interrupted by a huge commotion. A horse had galloped up to the stone gateway of the akhara and was now rearing, neighing wildly. A young boy was sitting astride it, trying to calm it down.

“Bhaiyya, save me! This horse has gone mad.”

It was as if lightning had struck him. Ajeet shot up, his face lined with worry. A number of wrestlers dashed towards the gate.

At this point, the horse went completely mad. It pawed the earth with its forelegs, kicked the air with its hind legs and started going round and round, churning up dust—a huge ball of kicking legs, flashing mane, and swinging tail. It was a massive beast and no one could get close enough to catch hold of the bridle. Aditya had almost slipped off the saddle, and was somehow hanging on.

Ajeet was about to rush out when Navinda laid a hand on his shoulder.

“He’s playing the fool,” Navinda said with a restraining arm, “wait, it’s his own horse. Watch what happens.”

Just then the horse calmed down a little. Aditya was barely hanging on from its neck.

“Bhaiyya, I tried to come here in the morning but Ashvaghosha suddenly went mad.”

“Get him down!” shouted someone.

As soon as they tried to restrain the horse, it went into a flurry again. Kicking and jumping, it broke into a gallop with Aditya barely hanging on. The horse and its hapless rider went straight down the mud path by the side of the river, and disappeared behind the clump of bamboo trees at the far end.

Two of the wrestlers were already next to their horses,  which were tied up against the fence.

“Stop, Birju! There is no need. Come back. The boy is playing us for fools. He is making the horse dance—it is not the other way around. Let him be!” Navinda shouted.

Acharya too, was smiling.

“Navinda is right,” his voice boomed across the akhara. He looked over at Ajeet, “That boy needs to be disciplined.”

Ajeet realized he had been fooled once again. He hung his head in shame.

“Let him come home today. I swear to the gods I’ll give him a thrashing he’ll never forget.”

Meanwhile, the subject of their conversation had already turned the bend and disappeared from view. The horse was still galloping wildly but as soon as they passed the bamboo thicket, the rider smoothly swung himself back on. A casual observer, were he to catch this fluid movement, would have been highly surprised: for it suggested a level of agility and strength that belied the rider’s lean, thin frame.

The boy wasn’t much to look at. Deeply tanned, wearing a plainlooking dhoti, he had the typical bony body of a teenager and the faintest hint of fluff on his upper lip. Thick, shiny, shoulder length hair fell over his face, for he wasn’t wearing a turban. But this rather ordinary exterior was animated by a striking energy and  joie de vivre that seemed to radiate from every aspect of his being.

He was standing up in the stirrups and leaning forward as he shouted encouragements into Ashvaghosha’s ears. Going at breakneck speed they turned a corner and almost ran over a pedestrian coming from the opposite direction. Aditya pulled back hard on the reins, and the horse reared and turned at the very last moment to avoid a collision. The man, a farmer who had been carrying his produce to the market had jumped into the ditch by the side of the road and now lay flat on his back with assorted fruits scattered all around him.

The farmer now looked up, disgusted, at this chit of a boy, who instead of helping him, had started laughing. He was about to let fly a stream of choicest curses, when he saw the golden pommel of the  khadga tied at the boy’s waist and restrained himself. In Maharaja Dhanananda’s kingdom, commoners like him could hardly expect justice, so he quietly got up and started collecting his goods. The boy laughed again, and then spurring his horse, rode away into  the distance.

***

It was almost the second  prahar of the night by the time Aditya got back home. Instead of going in through the main entrance,  he turned into the narrow, pitch-dark lane behind their house. Everything around him was black, but the night was alive with the chirping of crickets and the croaking of toads. An owl hooted at regular intervals.

Aditya and Ashvaghosha walked along in absolute silence, and then turned in through one of the small gates to their left. Like most houses in Pataliputra, their house too, was made of wood and had a stable at the back. They made their way to a water trough outside the stables, where they stood together in silence as the horse drank long and deep. Aditya whispered into his ears, rubbed and patted his back. Finally, he said goodbye to Ashvaghosha and stepped into the shed to wake up a stableboy. Handing the horse over, he started walking across towards the front porch.

He could see that the lamps were lit and the main door was open. The  chik curtain hanging across the doorway glowed with a faint orange light. Aditya walked up to it and lifting it ever so slightly, peered in. His brother was sitting cross-legged at a writing desk. A big lamp shaped like a  gandharva holding a copper brazier overhead, stood next to the table and threw a flickering light across his face. Aditya studied this for a moment and then deciding that all was well, he lifted the chik curtain higher, and stepped inside.

Ajeet looked up. “Finally, Your Majesty has arrived! Where were you? Hunting with chandals?” Turning his head, he shouted out, “dasi!”

A servant emerged from inside with a metal pot full of water and a thin cotton towel. Aditya went outside with her, to wash his hands and feet.

When he cameback in, there was a moment of uncomfortable silence, and then the storm clouds burst.

“You have become so big and yet you don’t have an iota of sense! Do you think this is life? Bunking classes, hanging out with robbers and chandals, and spending your time in the jungle? Have you ever thought about what you will do in life?”

Aditya stood still, his head bowed. He had assumed the most pitiful expression he could muster. Innocence and repentance dripped from every pore of his countenance.

“Oh please, now don’t act all sorry, or really, I’ll thrash you. By the gods, this acting! Why don’t you join a  jatra party? Now, that’s one thing you can do.”

Yet, the mock distress on Aditya’s face, made a small smile buildup on Ajeet’s. He shook his head in annoyance and controlled himself.

“Now you’ll want some dinner, I suppose? Have you eaten?”

Still staring at the ground, Aditya shook his head.

“Come to the kitchen . . . idiot!” he added gruffly.

Ajeet led the way with two  mashaals and then put them into the sockets in the wall. He brought out a stone bowl filled with puffed rice and yoghurt, and placed it on the ground. Next to it, he placed a pitcher of milk and started peeling a banana. Aditya took his place on the aasan.

“Is that enough? There is  ksheer as well, made with jaggery.”

“Yes,” Aditya said as he mashed everything together.

Ajeet sat down opposite. He made a huge shadow on the kitchen wall.

“Did you catch anything?”

Aditya shook his head. His brother sat looking at him and then filled his  kullad with milk from the pitcher.

“What happened? What’s bothering you?”

“Bhaiyya, Yuyutsu will be going away to Rajagriha along with his father.”

“Yuyutsu?” Ajeet tried to place the name. “That chandal’s son?”

Aditya nodded.

“Don’t you have anybody other than these chandals to spend your time with?”

“But Bhaiyya, he is the best hunter I have ever seen; he’s taught me everything I know . . .”

“How nice! He’s taught you everything—so now you too can become a snake charmer and a bird catcher.”

“No Bhaiyya—I mean things like bird calls, animal calls, tracking prey, and the marks of different animals, making traps, cures for snake bites, even magic!”

“Magic, huh? You are falling into bad habits Aditya. Do you really want to become a hunter or an elephant tamer? Is that your ambition in life?”

Aditya kept quiet. Outside, there was the sound of wagon bells. Someone was returning late from the madhushala.

“It’s not easy to make one’s living Aditya. Life is tough and  one has to put up with a lot of nonsense, swallow humiliation, and stress, from time to time, and work very, very hard. You need to understand this.”

Aditya kept quiet.

“Okay fine, I won’t lecture you today. Anyway, there’s good news that I have to give you.”

“What?”

Ajeet smiled, “My marriage to Atreyi has been fixed.”

“What-what-what-what?” There was a big smile on Aditya’s face, “You didn’t tell me . . .” The Aditya of a few moments ago had disappeared, and was replaced with a young boy who looked both shocked and delighted.

“You—” Aditya threw open his arms and launched himself at Ajeet with such force that his brother toppled over. They ended up on the floor laughing like kids as the older brother affectionately ruffled the younger one’s hair.

Later as he lay on his bed, Aditya thought about how their lives would change, once his brother got married. It was the most exciting day of his life, and yet, he could not stop thinking about Yuyutsu. He thought about what his brother had told him once—that if he spent time with a chandal, he would spend an infinite number of years in hell, and his time in heaven would be reduced.

As he drifted off to sleep, he decided that he would much rather go to hell and spend his days hunting with Yuyutsu, rather than heaven, where they might make him have a bath every day, force him to learn ganit, or wake him up early to go running.


l. This was his favourite part of the day.
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The Incident

A couple of days later, Ajeet found himself inspecting a newly-constructed boundary wall in the village of Pipaliya, about three  kos from Pataliputra. He was on horseback and so was his colleague Vijayendra, who was sniggering uncontrollably, his ponderous belly shaking with every laugh. Comfortably plump, Vijayendra had a conspiratorial look on his face, a balding patch on top and canines that stuck  out prominently as he laughed. He was updating Ajeet on the latest item of gossip, but would dissolve into giggles after every sentence.

They were waiting for their superior Indukalpa, who was the  kotwal or head of police, the man charged with maintaining law and order in Pataliputra.

“Bugger will come thundering in by the second prahar,” as Vijayendra always put it.

On this occasion however, Vijayendra was wrong, for Indukalpa arrived pretty quickly, accompanied by the  gahapati or landlord Arunaswa and twenty-odd soldiers led by their captain Malyavan.

“Here he comes, the prize pompous ass!” muttered Vijayendra through gritted teeth as he wheeled his horse around to meet the party. His entire manner changed abruptly, the moment he turned.

“Good morning, prabhuji!” Vijayendra grinned obsequiously, his arms folded in a  namaste and his aforesaid teeth sticking out from under his lips. Ajeet too, joined them.

“Did you check it out?” asked Indukalpa.

“Yes, it’s the same place Shreeman,” said Ajeet.

“Of course it is, Your Honour, you’ve seen the  tamprapatra yourself. All of this land was granted to my family by the Emperor Mahapadma Nanda, Your Honour. We were just leaving it fallow for a year and now see what’s happened,” said the gahapati.

“Looks like a lot of work has already been done here . . .” remarked the kotwal. He was starting to get a little irritated.

“They’ve almost completed the boundary wall Shreeman, and dug a ditch for the foundation. I just talked to the monks over there,” said Ajeet, pointing to a row of temporary shacks that had been erected some distance from them. A number of  bhikkhus could be seen sitting around, clutching palm leaf fans in their hands. They were overseeing the work.

“They say it’s for a vihara,” he added.

They waited for the kotwal to say something. He was a well-built man with a thick bull neck, a scanty, though well-trimmed beard, and had white overgrown patches of leucoderma around his eyes. There was a hint of a sneer on his face as he turned and fixed his gaze on the gahapati.

“So . . . so, gahapati. What prevented you from coming to us earlier? Work has been going on here for at least two weeks.”

“Hahaha . . . prabhu, you are great!” Vijayendra gestured and winked at Ajeet. “The man’s land is occupied, he’s in trouble and you also give him the stick. Prabhuji, truly thou art the giver and thou art the punisher,” he said, quoting a famous Sanskrit shloka, his hands folded in salutation.

“Your Honour, I was away in Nalanda with my family, but I rushed back as soon as I got the message.”

“You should have come earlier—seriously, I mean, I don’t know what you people expect from me.” Indukalpa’s voice was rising but he controlled himself, “Anyway, now that I am here, I will fix everything.”

He turned to Ajeet.

“All this construction is illegal. Get the labourers to break it down and drive these squatters off,” he said gesturing towards the monks.

“But Shreeman . . .”

“But what? I have spoken—I don’t want to see a single brick here—by tomorrow.”

“Shreeman!”

Indukalpa looked at him.

“Shreeman, this is a religious building. Perhaps we should talk to the monks first so that—”

“So? I mean I don’t understand—how many times do I have to tell you people? I don’t have time to spend on such trivial matters. Just . . .”

“Arre,  if  prabhuji  says  done,  then  done.  You  don’t  worry, prabhu, we’ll manage it,” said Vijayendra.

At that moment, they saw that the entire group of saffron-clad monks, almost twenty in number was coming towards them. Whether they thought it necessary or not, a discussion seemed inevitable.

“Ajeet you deal with them,” said Indukalpa, and added in an undertone, “bloody beggars.”

“Absolutely right, prabhuji. These  bhikshaam dehi jokers used to come to my place as well. One day I got a hold of one of them and gave him such a thrashing!” Vijayendra chuckled, “Since that day, I haven’t seen that clown anymore.”

“Of course. They are parasites, Vijay!”

Meanwhile, Ajeet and the gahapati had gone up to meet the group of monks. One of them, an older scholarly-looking  bhikku stepped forward. He was the senior monk Vajrasena.

“What’s the matter, Shreeman?”

“Bhante, this is my land. We plan to use this for agriculture next year,” chimed in the gahapati.

The old monk now looked confused. Correctly surmising who was in charge, he advanced and addressed Indukalpa.

“We don’t want any trouble Your Honour, but this land has already been consecrated for a monastery.”

“So?”

“Your Honour, perhaps there is some confusion. We got the orders and permission to construct from the Bhante Vrishni who is the chief abott of Anand Vihara.”

“So?”

Vajrasena stood there blinking.

“This structure is illegal and will be demolished,” pronounced Indukalpa.

“Please Your Honour, just give us a few days. We will clarify with our abbot or we will ask him to talk to you. If it is illegal, we will dismantle it ourselves.”

Indukalpa  now  exploded.  It  was  a  sight  familiar  to  both Vijayendra and Ajeet.

“Do you think the Government of Magadha has no other work than to wait on your discourses? I am not going to waste my time on this. Clear out of here and let us do our work. If you continue to interfere, I tell you, my soldiers will break your bones.”

The monk was stunned. The other monks now came up and they all started jabbering at the same time. Agitated voices rent the air. Ajeet knew that to pacify them, he would first have to assure the older monk Vajrasena. He got down from his horse and placed his hand on the old monk’s shoulder.

“Bhante,  please  come  this  way.  Come.  You  heard  what he said?”

“Yes, but . . .”

“Please let us do our duty. Please come this way.” Ajeet was talking to a number of the monks, trying to pacify them.

Meanwhile Indukalpa motioned to Malyavan, the captain of the soldiers. The soldiers swung into action. With their spear points pointing outwards they herded up the labourers and ordered them to start breaking down the wall.

But the monks were not to be denied. A number of the younger bhikkus ran over to the wall and sat down“We won’t let you attack our monastery,” one of them yelled. Then they started arguing with the troopers.

Indukalpa had had enough. “Beat up the shudras !” he shouted.

Blows and insults now rained down on the monks, as the soldiers let fly with the  carte blanche that had been issued to them. Monks were being dragged away and a number of them started resisting. Fisticuffs broke out at many places, heated words were exchanged, and there was a lot of pushing and shoving. Elderly monks were manhandled and in the melee, one of them suddenly collapsed. When the soldiers tried to clear him off, they discovered that he was dead.

No one knew what had happened to him. Even the soldiers were confused. It wasn’t as if anyone had speared or wounded  him. His old body had just upped and died under the blows and the humiliation. Once it was discovered that he was dead, another round of protests began. But the soldiers were highly efficient,  as well as ruthless. They soon drove out the monks and got the labourers started on the job of breaking down the boundary wall.

It was precisely these things that Ajeet did not like about his job. The sense of entitlement, the rampant abuse of power and high-handedness when dealing with ordinary citizens, bothered him. Now, with the death of an old monk, he was shaken to the core. Yet, the others around him were barely perturbed.

Indukalpa was certainly pleased, for after the area had been cleared, he rode over to Ajeet and said, “You stay here with Malyavan and the men, and get it over with. I am leaving; I have to meet some merchants in the city today.”

“Yes, Shreeman.”

Indukalpa motioned to Vijayendra, “You and Ajeet, come here. There’s something I want to tell you.”

The three of them went into a huddle at a little distance from everyone else.

“You people need to shape up. I will not be here all the time, telling you what to do, you know!”

“You will not be here?” muttered Vijayendra to himself, and then his face lit up in an oily smile. “Arre prabhuji, good news?”

Indukalpa started smiling.

“Yes, my dear cousin the King wants me to take over the position of  Dandayana or Minister of Justice for Magadha. That’s why I’ve been telling you both to shape up. You need to be more assertive. This is Magadha’s work, after all. Now . . .” said Indukalpa, and here he paused and looked significantly at Ajeet, “I have nominated Ajeet’s name to be the next kotwal.”

Ajeet’s face was ashen.

“Congratulations Shreeman,” he muttered.

“What are you upset about, Ajeet? You cannot undertake this heavy responsibility if you vacillate like this. You need to be decisive and forceful. People need to fear the might of the State, and not take it lightly, do you understand?”

Ajeet remained grim. A sickly smile covered Vijayendra’s face as he addressed Indukalpa.

“Congratulations prabhuji, I always knew it. Actually, I always knew you would become an  amatya of Magadha some day. This is really great news.”

“Thank you. And congratulations to you too, Ajeet. I hope you will maintain the same high standards that we have set in this role,” said Indukalpa.

“Oh Ajeet, congratulations, my friend!” said Vijayendra. But the smile had disappeared from his face and he was breathing heavily.

 in front of it, obstructing the soldiers.
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The Monk

Pataliputra is notorious for its cold winters and  as a consequence, the mellow warming sunshine that characterizes Magh, is much celebrated by the locals. During this month, the nobles of the court, along with their families and servants, shift out to the numerous pleasure palaces that dot the banks  of  the  Ganga and among the commoners, it’s almost a fashion to stroll along the  ghats by the riverside, soaking up the afternoon sun. The glitterati comes to see and be seen; the citizens come to relax and enjoy the sunset with their families; and the young men come to feast their eyes on the abundance of beauty, for which Pataliputra is so justly famous.

So it was, the next day, at the Ugrasena ghat. It was the third prahar of the day and the place was packed with people. Daintily dressed ladies with  kajal in their eyes, and hair piled up high in the latest fashions, walked up and down the promenade accompanied by their maids. The  Mahashvapati of Magadha was there with his retinue, and they had set up a picnic spot under the trees atone end of the ghat. Common citizens  sat with their families on the steps at the riverside and munched on roasted peanuts and gram, exotic fruits brought from the far reaches of the empire, cakes of dry fruit, and sweets of jaggery and milk. There were acrobats, fortune tellers, minstrels, sweetmeat vendors, and toy sellers, all of them performing and trading their wares. The road leading up to the ghats was choked with the chariots of the rich. The coming and going of all these vehicles raised a constant stream of dust, of which the merrymakers seemed to be oblivious.

At one end of the ghat, next to the flight of steps which led down to the river, was a public pyaau. Two men had stopped here for a drink of water. One of them was slightly overweight, with a bald patch on top and canine teeth which stuck out as he smiled. He stood respectfully to one side as the other drank water from a lota. This man, a tall and wiry type, was dressed in the garb of a Buddhist arahant. His smile looked more like a sneer and this, together with his high cheekbones, hawk-like nose and narrow, beady grey eyes, all combined to give him a menacing look.

Among the crowd of carefree revellers, these two stood out, for they were evidently in the middle of a serious discussion. They strolled on the path leading away from the main walkway, and soon left the crush and commotion of the ghats far behind.

The plump man was doing all the talking.

“He is a bigot, he hates Buddhists.”

“I tried to stop the soldiers, prabhudev, but he ordered them to break down the wall and beat up the monks. The venerable monk Sushena died under the blows!”

“Only you can help me, great soul. I humbly beg you to do something. Every day, I am forced to listen to slander against followers of the Buddha in my department. It makes my blood boil.”

The monk, who had been listening to the entire diatribe in silence, suddenly stopped and gave his companion a beady-eyed sneer.

“It’s so nice of you to come and tell me about this, Vijay. I had no idea that you were such a religious man.”

“Prabhudev . . .” Vijayendra bowed humbly with his hands folded.

“Now that you have told me the problem, you might as well tell me what to do about it as well, eh?”

“How can an insignificant life-form like me  suggest anything to you who art an  antaryami yourself? All I want is your blessings.”

“Come, come Vijay. Only a person with a soul as pure as yours, a true follower of the Tathagatha can be so humble despite having such a brilliant and overactive mind. Really, I am beginning to believe now that you are the  maryada purushottam of this age.”

“Hey dev, I am but the dust beneath your feet.”

“Then tell me, how do I bless you, O dust beneath my feet?”

“Thank you prabhu, but my wants, as few as they are, are more than satisfied by my own means. Thanks to the blessings of our Lord, I am perfectly content, but it is for our faith that I seek your protection.”

Vijayendra was positively glowing with self-righteousness and humility as he said this, but his companion seemed to be losing patience. The monk fixed his piercing grey eyes on him and something about the cold, expressionless face seemed to suck all the good humour and pietistic pretence out of Vijayendra’s soul. He got directly to the point.

“Prabhudev, the followers of the Buddha are in a majority  in Magadha. The richest families, the most powerful ones, all the traders, everyone, now follows the righteous path. Then why should we live in fear? Why should we keep quiet when our monasteries are demolished and our monks beaten todeath?” Vijayendra looked towards the heavens, “We can fight this prabhudev, and you are the person who can lead us in this fight.”

“But maryada purushottam, why did you come to me? Why don’t you take this issue to Bhante Satyajit?”

“Hey dev, I am willing to knock on any door if it helps our Sangha. But Bhante Satyajit is just too old, too inert, and too engrossed in the spiritual world. He hardly cares about what is happening to us in this world.”

“Maryada purushottam . . . I hate to disappoint you, but I hardly have any influence with him and as long as he is alive, I can’t even change the decisions of the Council.”

“That’s not what I am saying. The Bhante Satyajit is old and sick. Everyone knows it. If something were to happen to him today, you are next in line to be our leader in Pataliputra. And who is better-suited than you for this job? You can bring in a new era of co-operation between the wealth of the Sangha and the power of the Magadhan State. The stars are in alignment, dev, for you to lead the Sangha.”

“Whatever makes you think I aspire to such a position, Vijayendra?”

“Prabhudev, it is the need of the hour. Today, our King is desperate to get the support of the Buddhist Sangha, for the only ones who can finance his wars are the traders and the mercantile classes—and they are all Buddhists! He would do anything to be seen as a supporter and protector of our community.”

The monk’s eyes narrowed as he looked at Vijayendra.

“Keep talking,” he said.

“Just think prabhudev, if today our King receives complaints from Buddhist leaders or faces public protests from lay followers of the Buddha, it is almost certain that he will accept their demands. Not only that, if he sees that there is a leader of the Buddhists who can mobilize the masses, he will do everything possible to please and win over such a person. Not only would such a person’s influence grow with the King, but with the King himself behind him, his standing in the community too, would be unquestioned. All that is needed right now is an issue and Sushena’s death is just the right one to agitate the masses . . .”

“The Bhante Satyajit can’t do it, for the King has already reached out to him a number of times but the old man is stubborn and doesn’t want to get involved in politics. Only you can do it, prabhudev, only you . . .” Vijayendra’s voice trailed off.

The man in saffron gazed across the river. A lazy wind blew over the Ganga, ripples and eddies disturbed the water’s surface, and the sun reflected off it like a thousand shimmering points of light. Far off in the distance, was a convoy of merchant’s vessels floating low in the water, weighed down by the produce meant for the markets of Pataliputra. Bales of Kashi muslin, silk from Sakala, jewels and diamonds from Amaravati, cotton from Bhrigukaccha perfumes from Mahasthana, and all manner of exotic food items from the distant corners He finally turned towards Vijayendra with a chuckle.

“Such concern for our religion! By god, you are the maryada purushottam of this era.”

“Prabhudev, a monk has been beaten to death, a monastery  has been demolished, and I know who ordered it. Then how can I stand by and let such atrocities continue? All I want is, for the guilty to be held accountable and you, as the leader of Pataliputra’s Buddhists, can help me do it. And that’s all I want prabhudev, all I want.”

***

“Do not think I don’t know what is going on.”

“You are deluded, Bhante Satyajit. Someone has been poisoning your ears.”

Dusk had fallen at Bhaja Vihara, the most prestigious monastery in all of Magadha. Outside, in the vast cavernous study hall, rows of young students were chanting the  Kalama Sutra by the light of countless butter lamps. The two monks stood alone in Bhante Satyajit’s sparsely furnished cell. As the head of the Bhaja Vihara, Satyajit was the chief religious authority among the Buddhists of Pataliputra. He was a thin, old man; his protruding lower lip trembled and his voice quavered with emotion as he spoke. The other monk with him was a tall, wiry man with a hawk-like nose, narrow beady eyes, and a smile that looked like a sneer.

“Bhante Vrishni, I may not be able to get about much, but I keep myself well-informed. I know that—”

At this, the old man collapsed into a fit of coughing and wheezing, till he slowly got back his breath.

“I know what you are trying to do. I have reports that land-grabbing is being done and that too in the name of the Sangha. I know that you have inducted dubious and corrupt elements into the Sangha and I warn you, the day that I get proof, I will have you thrown out.”

Bhante Vrishni stared at him, and his nostrils expanded and contracted with every breath.

“I am telling you for the last time Shreeman, cease and desist from such activities. Please, this is a warning,” said Satyajit, as he collapsed into another fit of coughing.

“Take care of yourself Bhante. I feel concerned for your health. Getting so angry at your age is not good,” said Vrishni.

Bhante Satyajit drew himself up to his full height.

“That will do. Thank you for your concern Shreeman and now if you please, I wish to meditate, please leave me alone. Good night.” 

“Good night, Bhante.”

***

The Bhante Satyajit had a fever, his nose was blocked, and he was delirious. As he passed in and out of consciousness, vague terrifying creatures, fantastic apparitions, and improbable events swam before his eyes. At one point, he dreamt that there was a serpent crawling over his chest, slowly shedding its skin, its new skin anominous jetblack. At another point of time, he felt that Tathagata was standing in his room, next to his mattress. The Buddha smiled at him, and the Bhante felt a profound sense of gratefulness surge through his entire body, as he passed out.

Later, at an indeterminate time, as he hung midway between sleep and consciousness, the Bhante sensed a stifling, malevolent presence in his room. It felt so real that every cell in his body sprang to attention, the breath caught in his nostrils and his ears scanned the room for any sound. From the corners of his eyes, he saw that the door to his cell was open. In the light of the lamps that remained lit all night in the prayer hall, he made out a tall, lean, shadowy apparition standing by the door, as immobile and silent as Mara, the angel of death.

He wanted to get up and cry out, yet he found he could not move a finger. An indescribable terror gripped him, and his hands and chest seemed to be crushed underneath an enormous weight. His reason told him that this again was a fancy, a product of his disordered imagination, and yet there was a very real, living presence, right beside him in his own room. Very slowly, the monk opened his eyes and saw the apparition glide noiselessly across the floor towards him. In the dim light that filtered into his room, the Bhante could only see the outline of a dark shadow, its eyes glowing like those of wild animals caught in the glare of a powerful lamp.

The Bhante reached out with his hands and the apparition leapt forward. Grabbing the cushion below his head, the figure now pressed it down with relentless force over his mouth. Bhante Satyajit clawed desperately at the forearms, which were pressing down on the pillow, but they were like bands of steel. The old man kicked and struggled, his whole body convulsed, and his mouth let out  a soundless scream until finally, with a horrible shudder, his eyes rolled up in their sockets and his body went limp.

of the empire made their way to this city.


[image: img]


An Eventful Day

The moon passed from the house of Magh to Uttaraphalguni,  and  the  auspicious  day  which had been fixed for the marriage, dawned bright and clear. The bridegroom’s house looked resplendent—newly washed and decked up in garlands of marigold and jasmine. A small  pandal had been erected in the courtyard to welcome the guests.

The wedding procession was to start from here, at the beginning of the second prahar, but the enclosure had already started filling up with eager and expectant guests. A number of them stood around in small groups, clutching their welcome drinks while others circulated from one group to another, seeking out interesting company and catching up with old friends. Everyone talked at once and an atmosphere of light hearted joyousness pervaded the entire company for Ajeet was liked by many in Pataliputra. All of his colleagues, as well as old friends from his gurukul were present, as were the wrestlers from his akhara. These last made quite a sight as they stood together: an entire group of burly men with bent noses and cauliflower ears, looking slightly uncomfortable in formal wedding attire.

Navinda, in the assumed role of elder brother of the groom, rushed about welcoming the guests and looking after the arrangements. Acharya Vishwa arrived and was greeted with  a huge burst of applause. Former students stepped forward to touch his feet, as nobles, merchants, and officials lined up to exchange   a few words. Meanwhile, a rumour was going around that the  new Dandayan of Magadha, Indukalpa himself, would grace the occasion. Many believed that it could not be true, for they knew that Indukalpa, being from the King’s family always made it a point to dissociate himself from common gatherings.

At that point, Vijayendra arrived with his wife and confirmed that indeed, ‘prabhu ji’ would not be coming as he had been held up by an important matter of State. He was, then, immediately dispatched by Navinda to go and find the groom, for the appointed hour was at hand, and the assembly was getting restless.

At last the groom came down, accompanied by his younger brother. Wearing the red marriage cord of wool on his wrists, he ascended the elephant. Everyone lined up and after much blowing of conch shells and beating of drums, the procession finally got on its way.

It was a sight to impress the gods themselves. The groom appeared like Indra, the King of the Devas, as he rode upon the richly caparisoned elephant. Wearing a crisp new yellow cotton dhoti, with his hair tied up in a fashionable top knot, and a khadga tied at the waist, he was the very picture of health and manliness. A servant sitting behind him, held a parasol over his head.

Flanking the elephant on both sides were Navinda and Aditya, each astride the most handsome  and  spirited  horses.  Aditya  rode Ashvaghosha, while Navinda rode a well-muscled glossy jet-black Javapacamana, one of the highest-regarded breeds of horse in ancient India. In front of them, was the bridegroom’s party, some of whom danced in absolute abandon to the music provided by drummers and trumpeters who played as they  walked along.

Others crowded the sides of this merry procession and walked along, clapping and laughing. More and more people joined the dancers, and the atmosphere became more and more wild. At one point, everyone turned on the wrestlers and asked them to dance. This they did with such clumsiness and lack of grace that the entire party was in splits.

Thus laughing, dancing, and singing, the procession lazily made its way down the lane that ran in front of the bridegroom’s house. The leading elements of the  baraat slowly turned the corner and as they came into the adjacent alley, they ran straight into a party of soldiers advancing from the opposite direction.

In a swirl of dust and shouted orders, almost twenty or twenty-five soldiers on horseback suddenly descended upon them. The musicians, who were leading the procession, stopped playing and the baraat came to an abrupt halt. A strange silence prevailed, broken only by the clanging of the soldiers’ weapons, and the anxious murmuring of the baraatis. Meanwhile, those at the rear of the procession, who had still not turned, were left wondering as to what had happened.

As more and more people started pushing their way forward, they found a company of soldiers engaged in heated discussion with some youngsters from the bridal party. Acharya Vishwa who had come forward, now hurried over to meet them.

“Chandrasena, is everything all right?” asked Vishwa. He seemed to know the official who was leading the party.

“Pranaam Acharya,” said Chandrasena

“You have my blessings Chandrasena, but why are you blocking our way?”

“Acharya, I regret to inform you, but we have arrest orders for Shreeman Ajeet Vikram.”

Cries of dismay and disbelief were heard from the guests: Ajeet Vikram arrested? The news spread rapidly from ear to ear. Someone informed Navinda and he immediately stepped forward.

“Do you have any idea what you are saying? You are talking about the future Kotwal of Pataliputra.”

“Shreeman, please let us do our duty peacefully. He has  been charged with a very serious crime.”

“But you must be mistaken Shreeman, this is impossible! What is the crime you are charging him with?”

Surrounded by a crowd and bombarded with questions, the official Chandrasena was getting increasingly flustered. In the narrow lane, the two parties were at an impasse. The young men—friends and colleagues of Ajeet—solidly blocked the way forward. Many of them were simply confused and dumbstruck.

At this point, Ajeet came forward.

“Shreeman, I am Ajeet Vikram. It is my marriage today. What is this about?”

“Ajeet Vikram, you are under arrest. You have been charged with disturbing communal harmony, desecrating a place of worship and murder,” said Chandrasena.

“You must be crazy,” shouted someone from the crowd.

Chandrasena motioned towards his soldiers, pointing at Ajeet.

As  the  soldiers  stepped  forward  to  grab  him,  a  number of Ajeet’s friends formed a circle around him. Navinda glowered down at Chandrasena and roughly pushed him back.

“Perhaps there is some confusion, officer. I ask you to consider this well, for if there is a mistake here, there will be hell to pay later.”

Chandrasena flushed a deep red.

“Oho! Threats against an officer of the King? This is treason. Soldiers, arrest this man!”

He drew out his sword and placed it on Navinda’s neck. The soldiers’ hands were on the hilts of their swords.

Ajeet stepped forward. “No, wait. Take me officer. I am sure there is a mistake, but there is no need to arrest others.”

“This man needs to be taught some respect. Arrest them both!”

Ajeet gave himself up. Navinda too was calm, but he glowered at Chandrasena as the soldiers dragged him away. As they were leading the two, Aditya jumped in front of the soldiers. The young boy begged and pleaded and cried so piteously that the entire assembly was moved to tears. Even Chandrasena softened a little.

“Listen son, there’s no use pleading with me. I am under orders, I can’t do anything. But if your brother is innocent as you say, then he will surely be set at liberty, so don’t worry.Acharya Vishwa took a hold of Aditya and comforted him.

Ajeet’s and Navinda’s hands were tied and they were roughly pushed into a covered carriage. Two soldiers got in after them. The door was locked from the outside and the procession headed back towards Pataliputra.


 Somebody please take care of this kid.”
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The Dandayana

Indukalpa sank back against the thick cushions and closed his eyes. Thick peals of laughter bubbled up inside him and a warm glow of achievement enveloped his entire body. He was finally in the Amatya Parishad. This was the one building from which all power and privilege in the kingdom emanated and he, Indukalpa, was now a part of it.

He deserved it! After all, he was related to the royal family and had served the King loyally for over fifteen years inspite of being shunted from one department to another. Only after developing differences with the previous dandayana, had the King finally recognized his loyalty and intelligence. Indukalpa shuddered involuntarily as his thoughts went back to his previous life—all those years spent working with people of little intelligence and inferior breeding. Finally, he was in his rightful place, in the company of men he belonged with.

A small, whinnying giggle escaped his lips and Indukalpa immediately clamped a hand over his mouth. No, this would not do. Such behaviour simply did not suit the gravitas of his new status. He now assumed a stern expression and looked down the length of his nose at the wall opposite him. Yes, what he needed was an expression that would at once convey the loftiness of his position, strike fear into the hearts of evil doers, and at the same time, make him appear impassive  and inscrutable when listening to arguments between different parties. His expression—it would be the very crux on which his entire performance as Dandayana or Chief Magistrate of Magadha depended.

He screwed up his eyes to a point and then shook his head. Nope, too terrifying! He assumed a hang-dog expression. Not this one either! He probably looked sleepy.

An unpleasant thought now intruded into his mind and he frowned. Those damned bhikshaam dehi jokers! The rabble had been protesting incessantly over the last few days. Bhante Vrishni—that conniving snake, that spineless worm, had been giving speeches in monasteries across Magadha alleging conspiracies, cover-ups, and discrimination against Buddhists by the forces of the State. He had even dared to send a letter of complaint to the King. Indukalpa’s blood boiled as he thought of those good-for-nothing beggars.

His cousin, the King, wanted him to prosecute Ajeet who had been named in the complaint. Indukalpa, who knew the facts of  the case, wisely decided to keep quiet. After all, it had been his first meeting with the King in his official capacity, and he didn’t want to raise a dissenting note. Lucky for him, that his role had not been exposed, else he might have found himself in disfavour right at the start of his tenure. In any case, no harm was done. He knew the truth and he was the law. His decision would be final, and of course, he would decide in favour of Ajeet. That damned rabble would be crushed!

He did feel a twinge of regret at having given the orders to arrest Ajeet on the day of his wedding, but it was all in the name of duty. Let no one say Indukalpa played favourites. The law was impartial and the new Dandayana would deliver justice, should it be even against his own family members. He hoped someone had noticed his impartiality.

As he thought of all this, his hands ran lovingly over the throne he now sat on, the throne from which he would deliver justice, swift and unforgiving, to all the commoners of Magadha. His chest puffed up with pride. He rang the small handbell and a soldier appeared. Indukalpa ordered him to make sure that the prisoner Ajeet was kept in the gaol reserved for high-born inmates, before his case was called up. The soldier saluted obsequiously and retreated. Indukalpa was left alone with his thoughts.

Once again, a giggle escaped him and once again, he covered his mouth. After all, nothing should spoil the majesty of his position.

***

The soldier came in with a bundle of materials. They were sheets of cloth on which messages had been inscribed with the black juice of the tamala tree. The first one was Bhante Vrishni’s complaint to the King. In his capacity as the chief abbot of the most important monastery in Magadha, the Bhante alleged intolerance and high-handedness by the agents of the Magadha Government and appealed to His Majesty for protection and justice. The letter specifically charged Ajeet as the perpetrator, and demanded punishment. Attached to the complaint were a number of testimonials which pointed out the saintly character and advanced age of the monk Sushena, who had been ruthlessly beaten to death by soldiers under orders from Ajeet. Another message from a senior monk alleged that the Bhante Satyajit had been very upset with the incident, and was about to complain against officer Ajeet Vikram, before he mysteriously expired.

“Those unscrupulous bastards!” Rage simmered through Indukalpa as he went through the extremely inflammatory language used. If they hadn’t come from the King himself, Indukalpa would have torn up those letters. He well knew the facts of the case—that the vihara was illegal and those damned robbers in saffron robes had been resisting the officers of the King. “Serves them right that the old man died!” he thought to himself.

In any case, he was the Chief Magistrate and he would see to it that this case was dismissed. However, he needed to go through the motions now, in order to keep everyone happy.

The soldiers now came in with the arrested man and Indukalpa assumed his best expression of judicial severity. He already knew the facts and the outcome of the case, but due process had to be followed. Besides, the soldiers were there. He dismissed them with a wave of his hand.

“So . . .” he cleared his throat and gave Ajeet a serious, inscrutable look. He liked inducing confusion and wanted to be asked before he would start saying what he wanted to say.

“Shreeman?” Instead of feeling sorry for himself, the prisoner was suddenly struck with concern for his former boss who was looking positively constipated.

“Do you have any idea what you’ve gotten caught up in?” boomed Indukalpa, cutting into Ajeet’s thoughts.

“Uh . . . I don’t even know what I am charged with, Shreeman!” 

“My boy, what you have here is a damned conspiracy. Those vile Buddhists have complained that you ordered the demolition of a monastery and that you specifically ordered a monk to be beaten to death . . . you do know of the demonstrations that have been taking place, don’t you?”

“I do Shreeman, but you know what happened. The—”

“Don’t worry, don’t worry, I’ll take care of it!”

“But Shreeman, I don’t . . .”

Indukalpa waved his hand energetically, as if dismissing a trivial matter.

“Don’t bother about all that, my boy. Let me handle it.” He noted the confusion on Ajeet’s face, put on his most paternalistic expression, and continued, “It’s nothing. I’ll order your release and the soldiers will let you go as soon as the scribe writes down the official records.”

Just then the soldier stationed at the door, came in with additional documents. It was a letter from the King himself. Indukalpa opened it with an imperious gesture, and as he proceeded to read it, his face darkened. It was an order, which stated that His Majesty would not tolerate violence against minorities in his kingdom. The grievances of the monks had to be addressed, and a public example needed to be made. The King hoped It was as if a thunderbolt had fallen upon him. In no uncertain terms, the letter was directing him to sacrifice someone to the Buddhist lobby. The Dandayana broke into a cold sweat as he stared at the letter with terrified eyes. It was he, who had given the orders for the wall to be broken and for force to be used against the monks. If his name was exposed, he would definitely lose his position, if not more. He knew his cousin, the King, was a bloody tyrant.

“What is it Shreeman? Are you okay? Should I call someone?” Ajeet started looking towards the door.

“Stop!  It’s  not  you  who  gives  orders  around  here,  it’s me. Maintain formality.”

He studied Ajeet carefully.

“Ajeet, did you tell anyone about Gahapati Arunasva’s case?”

“No, Shreeman.”

“Hmm, okay. That’s good! You should never discuss matters of governance with others.”

“I never do.”

“Great, great.”

Indukalpa looked again at the letter. The King was ordering him to punish the convict as an example to everyone, and an open show of support for the Buddhists. Who was he to argue? How could he ignore the King’s orders? It was his dharma to follow the King and uphold his rule. Indukalpa sighed. This was beyond him. If any injustice was being done, it was on account of the King and for the greater good of the kingdom.

“So am I free to go?” asked Ajeet.

“Of course! Don’t worry. I will give the orders, and as soon as the scribe records it, you will be set free. Indeed, I am sorry for the inconvenience.”

He clapped his hands and the soldier entered the hall.

“Take him back to gaol and await further orders.”

“Yes, Your Honour.”

“Bye bye Ajeet. Don’t worry. The scribe has not come in today, but I will arrange everything quickly.”

With a profound sense of relief, Ajeet let himself be taken back and locked up in gaol again. Navinda, who had no charge against him, was still waiting there for his case to be heard.

that Indukalpa would do what was required.
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The Condemned Man

On the thirteenth day of Uttarphalguni, the Dandayana of Pataliputra stood on the terrace of the Amatya Parishad and looked down over the massive square known as the Nyaya Vatika. From this vantage point, the whole place looked like a vast sea of heads that bobbed up and down, filling every inch of available space. Men and women crowded together, fathers carried their children on their shoulders, and the lively chatter of a thousand voices filled the air.

The square was shaped like an extended  rectangle, with the royal gardens flanking the two longer sides; the King’s palace on one end and the Amatya Parishad at the other. Near the vicinity of the palace, an elevated wooden platform had been set up for the executions. At one corner of this platform, sat the chandal.  A  man  of  massive  proportions,  he was discussing something with his  assistants,  while two acrobats and a midget performed for the entertainment of the crowds. The midget tried to match the feats of the acrobats and raised howls of laughter from those  assembled.

In the crowds, was a large group of saffron-robed Buddhist monks, who raised slogans from time to time. Their cries merged with the jeers and banter of the mob to create undulating waves of sound that rose up to the rooftop of the Amatya Parishad building, where a motley group of ministers, officials, and soldiers had now joined the Dandayana in his vigil.

As they looked down, an unspoken message seemed to ripple through the crowds below. All noise ceased, heads turned, and necks craned out as expectant faces looked on in anticipation. The tall, imposing doors of the Amatya Parishad had just been thrown open.

Out marched a party of impressive looking soldiers, each of them attired in the distinctive turban and armoured cuirass of the King’s bodyguards. Behind them, came the two condemned men. Their hands were bound tightly behind them, and they were flanked on each side by troopers. Even more guards brought up the rear of this sombre procession.

One of the prisoners was almost near-fainting and was held up under the arms by the two burly soldiers flanking him. The other man walked with a straight back and stared rightahead with a face made of stone. His hair was in disarray, and his lips and face appeared bruised.

The group marched down the path, which had been cleared through the middle of the crowd. A double line of soldiers stood on either side, holding back the crowd. People surged against this cordon, eager to see the condemned men from up close. Some of them cursed and spat at the men, for it was believed that they had tortured and murdered many Buddhist monks.

The doomed men shrank from this outpouring of rage and hatred. The man who was near-fainting  started  sobbing  loudly and then suddenly finding strength from somewhere, he dug his heels into the ground, resisting with all his might, even as he was relentlessly forced forward by soldiers on either side. The other man had a bewildered look on his face, and even though he kept his head upright, his knees seemed to be giving way, for he was walking in a nervous and jerky manner.

As people surged and pushed against the cordon, one man who stood head and shoulders above the crowd could be seen forcing his way through, trying to keep pace with the soldiers, as they marched towards the scaffold. He fought his way to the front and could be seen crying out, waving his arms, trying to get the attention of one of the prisoners. However, the one whose attention he was trying to attract, had his eyes fixed straight ahead. He was insensible to the scene unfolding around him.

In desperation, the giant called out a name. “Aditya!” he bellowed. The convict snapped out of his reverie and looked towards the giant who cried out, “The rascal is safe. He is safe.”

His statement got lost among the countless voices, which were cursing and jeering but the man condemned to die understood what was being conveyed. He nodded and the giant, who was crying tears of helpless rage, was once again swallowed up by the crowds. The condemned man now walked towards his death with firm, resolute steps, his eyes fixed on the skies above.

In the last few moments of his life, Ajeet Vikram prayed to the gods for the safety of his younger brother and a just, humane society for his beloved Magadha.

***

Indukalpa was at the  pyaau when he heard the commotion. Angry shouts merged with the squawking of chickens and the sounds of a galloping horse coming from one of the adjacent  alleys. “Hmmmph . . . some hooligan showing off,” he muttered to himself, as he bent down to drink his second mouthful of water. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a horse come tearing out of one of the side lanes, careen onto the road, and charge straight towards him.  Someone shouted and cursed at the rider,  a line of  sombre Buddhist monks immediately scattered, and the man serving  him water jumped off the platform in a panic.

The Dandayana of Pataliputra now straightened up to see who the culprit was. He’d have him arrested and skinned alive, he thought to himself. He would have him impaled outside the gates of Pataliputra. He would break every bone in his body. He would . . . he would . . . Indukalpa looked around—where the hell were the guards when you needed them?

His thoughts were rudely cut short by the silhouette looming up over him. Something hit him hard on the crown of his head and it felt as if his brain had been shaken about inside. White flashes went off in front of his eyes, as he backpedalled furiously, trying to create some space between himself and the attacker.

Instinctively, his hands went to his head, and he could feel something warm, wet, and sticky—the smell of blood overwhelmed his senses and for a moment, Indukalpa felt light-headed. But he was all right, he hadn’t fainted.

As his vision slowly returned to normal, he saw that his assailant was now wheeling the horse around for another attack. Immediately, his hands reached for the khadga strapped to his back, but he couldn’t get it out in time. This time, as another blow landed on his upturned arm, he saw who was attacking him. It was that pesky little kid, Ajeet’s younger brother. His blade was bent almost double and there was a look of dismay on the kid’s face. In a flash, Indukalpa realized what had happened. The kid’s sword must have been of cheap, poor quality manufacture, and he had escaped the first blow.

Side-stepping the next blow, he leaped forward, snatched the blade out of the boy’s hands, and threw it into the dust. Whipping out his own khadga, he slashed the boy’s face. The kid fell back against his horse and was almost toppling over as Indukalpa debated what to do next. It took him only an instant to make up his mind. The boy was an offender of the State and a rebel. By attacking  the Dandayana of Magadha, he had attacked Magadha itself. Justice must be delivered, he thought as he raised the sword for the final coup de grâce.

But his single moment of hesitation proved to be too much. In that one instant, the horse inexplicably bolted. The boy held on for dear life as horse and rider turned into the lane in front and vanished before anyone could catch them.

***

“How the hell did he do it?” growled Acharya Vishwa. His raspy voice echoed in the darkness.

“We have no idea, Acharya. I hadn’t even told him about Ajeet’s execution. We don’t even know how he planned this; even the sword he used, was stolen from some villager’s hut,” said Navinda. He shuddered, “That’s how the idiot escaped. It was a countrAcharya growled again and turned towards the third person in the room—a young adolescent boy who was sitting in the shadows, huddled up against the wall on the far side. It was late at night and there was only one small lamp burning inside the closed room. From where he was sitting, Acharya could barely make out the curled-up silhouette and the pinched features of the teenager. He shook his head in disbelief.

“How could he have planned everything himself? Who told him about Indukalpa?”

Navinda sighed.

“I told him, Acharya. I wanted to reassure him. When Ajeet got back from his hearing, he told me that Indukalpa had assured him his freedom, and I believed him. So, when I got out, I passed this on to Aditya. But Indukalpa was lying all along, and he intended to execute Ajeet right from the start.”

“What do you mean?”

“Acharya, Ajeet also told me that it was Indukalpa himself who had ordered that the monastery wall be demolished. Ajeet was only carrying out his orders.”

“What?”

“Yes, and the monastery itself was illegal; it was being built on some Gahapati’s land. It was Indukalpa who ordered the use of force in which the monk Sushena died.” said Navinda.

“You mean all these demonstrations, the protests, the speeches by Vrishni—”

“Yes, all of that was for nothing. It was just an illegal wall. And the man who ordered the demolition, the man who knew everything about the case was the one who condemned Ajeet to death.”

The Acharya sank back against the wall behind him. His head drooped to his chest and he appeared to be meditating. Finally, he spoke in a very low voice.

“What is happening to our country, Navinda?”

“The politics of division Acharya, and Ajeet got entrapped  in it.”

For a few moments, there was complete silence in the room, broken only by the steady chirping of crickets all around  the house. Finally, Acharya turned towards the young boy sitting in the corner.

“You should have talked to us, son. You’re too young to play such games; it was a stupid thing to do.”

“He’s very weak, Acharya. Indukalpa slashed his face, and he’s lost a lot of blood.”

The Acharya picked up the lamp to inspect the young boy. The yellow glare now illuminated the thin, pallid form of Aditya. His eyes were rimmed with red and they glittered feverishly in the light. Above the right eye, a mass of green, sticky paste covered his temple and extended to his head.

“He’s very pale. Have you given him milk and turmeric?”

“Yes, Acharya, I have posted two men here to take care of him. They’re completely trustworthy. The groom and his helpers, who usually live here, have been shifted out.”

There was something bothering Acharya about this whole story. He finally came out with it, “So how did you find him after the attack?”

“We just got lucky. After the attack, the horse took him straight to Ajeet’s house. I had posted my men there to keep a lookout for him, and they spirited him away.”

“Hmm . . . but he’s gotten himself into big trouble now. Even this place is not safe for him, Navinda. You can’t hide him here forever.”

Navinda nodded and was just about to say something when there was a knock on the door. He motioned to Acharya, who moved towards the furthest corner, camouflaging himself in the darkness.

As soon as Navinda opened the door, a figure wrapped in a shawl burst in from the shadows. He took off the mantle to reveal a dagger clasped in his right hand. His face could not be clearly seen in the dim light, but he was a short, wide man with a thick beard. There was a khadga hanging by his waist.

“Pandi!” announced Navinda. A hint of a smile carried in his voice. He stepped forward to embrace this man but immediately recoiled, as a strong whiff seemed to catch in his nostrils.

“Uggh . . . I see you stopped at the madhushala on the way,” Navinda observed.

“Social obligation, Arya . . . I was coming straight here, but I ran into a friend,” said the new arrival. “But,” he declared, “I am perfectly in my senses.”

“Of course you are, but you won’t change will you? Come, sit down.” Navinda indicated the place he had just vacated, “You can fight all the brigands and the bandits in the world, Pandi, but who will save you from the madhushala?”

The stranger stepped into the light, revealing a broad-shouldered, barrel-chested man with matted hair, a thick bushy beard, and a scar that curved from one eyelid to the lip. He looked around curiously at the shadowy figures near the wall, but Navinda made no effort to introduce them.

“Saved? I say drown me in a madhushala, Shreeman! Shiva-Shiva-Shiva . . . saved?” said Pandi, and shuddered incredulously at the thought.

“So how are the roads now?” asked Navinda.

“Not too good, Arya. Trouble is brewing in Bharatvarsha. There is a rumour that the Assakas are raising an army to attack the Avanti  janapada this summer. But the main problem is that Magadha itself has become highly unsafe. The rebels are getting bolder and the army is afraid to challenge them—they stay locked up inside their forts, and the roads are at the mercy of the bandits.”

“Did you face any problems?”

“Aah . . . you know,” and he grinned again, “to tell you the truth, we were lucky. A big caravan was looted about ten days after we passed through Dandakaranya, but we made it through.”

Navinda now addressed the Acharya. “That is why, inspite of his habits, there is no one I trust more than Pandi to keep my caravans safe.” Then, squeezing Pandi’s arm he turned towards him, “I have another special job for you this time, my friend.”

“My men are ready, Arya. Most of them are already in Pataliputra and we are just waiting for your command. When will the caravan start?”

“Still some time, Pandi, about ten to fifteen days. My cargo’s ready but some of the other parties are still getting their goods together. Anyway, I have called you here for another reason.”

“Yes Shreeman?”

“There is a special cargo I will entrust to you. No one must know about it and you must guard it with your life, you understand?” 

Pandi nodded and Navinda gestured to Aditya, to step forward. Placing his hands on Aditya’s shoulders he continued, “This is  your cargo. I am putting him in your care. He will be your helper on this caravan and you need to get him to my cousin’s house in Takshashila. I am putting him in your care.”

Pandi studied the young, sickly figure carefully. His eyes lingered over Aditya’s wound, but he held his counsel and nodded  silently. “His name is Aditya, and there is nothing more that anyone needs to know about him. No one has to know who he is, or where he came from. Got it?”

“Yes, Arya.”

“He is your relative, he will be your assistant and he will work for his passage. I will give you fifty gold panas, if you get him safely to Takshashila, and teach him a few things.”

Pandi’s eyes gleamed in the dim light.

“And I also want you to teach him martial arts. He is  excellent with horses, but I expect you to teach him about the real world.”

“I’ll teach him everything I know,” said Pandi, looking curiously at Aditya again.

“Good then. Once the date is decided, I’ll let you know. Are you still staying near Anant Kuan?”

“Yes, Shreeman. Just ask for me at the madhushala there, and I will find you.”

“Good,” nodded Navinda.

The interview was over, and after the usual formalities, Pandi excused himself, and immediately made his way to the nearest watering hole to celebrate the unexpected windfall. Acharya Vishwa emerged from the shadows.

“So you’re sending him to Takshashila?”

“Yes, Acharya. No one will suspect a low-caste worker in a caravan. Once he gets to Takshashila, he will work for my cousin Mahinda. He can also try for an admission into the University at Takshashila, if so inclined.”

Acharya’s nose wrinkled in distaste. “Are you sure that mercenary can protect him?”

“Yes Acharya, I have worked with him for nine years. He’s tough as nails and way more intelligent than he looks,” said Navinda and then turned towards Aditya. “You are a hunted man Aditya, and right now, Pandi is really the only one who can protect you. But you must obey his every word, for you are his apprentice in the caravan. Understood?”

Aditya shook his head, “I will not go.”

 “I don’t think you understand, son. It’s not your choice anymore. You aren’t safe anywhere in Magadha. You have to get out immediately.”

Aditya was quiet. “What about Ashvaghosha?” he finally asked. There was a tone of desperation in his voice.

“Confiscated. The house, the horse, all your family property; it has all been taken over by the King.”

Aditya’s face fell.

“Aditya, this is not the time to worry about horses, or things like that. Your life itself is in danger, and ours as well, if you are caught. So don’t worry and just do as I say; I’ll get you out of here alive. And if you get to Takshashila successfully, then I promise you, I will try to buy Ashvaghosha the moment they announce an auction of the property, and I will send him to you. Do you understand?”

Aditya nodded.

“But you will have to earn your keep and you will have to  buy him from me. Will you do that?”

“Yes,” said Aditya solemnly as Navinda patted him on the back.

The Acharya now came forward. He had a small pouch in his hands.

“Look here son, everyone in the  akhara contributed according to their means for you. Of course, this was before you acted stupidly, attacking a minister.”

Acharya handed him the cloth bag. From inside, came the clink of gold coins. Navinda gesticulated, and Aditya bent down to touch Acharya’s feet.

Acharya took him by the shoulders, “There are about two hundred gold panas in there; keep them safe. From now on, you are alone. None of us can help you, but if you use it wisely, this money could be the only real friend you have in the world.

Acharya now took Aditya’s face in his hands.

“I know you want revenge, but this is not the time, son. You are not strong enough. First take care of yourself, become something in your own right, and then when you have the power and strength, you will also get your revenge, if the gods will it so. Till then, be patient—watch and learn, keep your mouth shut, and your eyes and ears open. You’ll do that, won’t you now?”

Aditya nodded.

“I know you will, son. Life is long and I hope that we will meet again. The gods be with you till then.”

With that, Acharya Vishwa and Navinda stepped outside the hut to converse in private.

“This kid is as stubborn as Ajeet used to be, but unlike him, he is way more cunning. Mark my words—either the world will break him, or he will end up moulding the world.” With that, Acharya was on his way.

Aditya could not sleep that night. He tossed and turned, as images of Indukalpa, Ajeet, and Ashvaghosha haunted him. In the background, Acharya Vishwa’s words resounded, “Patience . . . watch and learn, watch and learn, watch and learn.”

y made piece—very poor quality steel.”


ADITYA
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Last Day of Childhood

Navinda’s caravan was part of a  well-established, periodic phenomenon that involved a large number of people. During the winters and early spring, numerous convoys would set  off  from  Magadha,  for during this season, the weather was mild, long distances could be covered easily, and return journeys completed before the onset of the monsoons. Huge amounts of men and materials would move up the Uttarapatha towards Takshashila and further on to Kapisa, Pushkalavati, and even Bahlika. Still others made their way south from Pataliputra, travelling along the Dakshinapatha, which extended up till the cities of Amaravati and Suvarnagiri in the far south.

Over time, this regular human exchange had given rise to its own peculiar lore of stories, customs, and even a language which was a hybrid of many different Prakrits. All of this commerce was extremely profitable, as well as risky. Caravans were often attacked and plundered. It was for this reason that they were usually sponsored by the merchants’ guilds of particular cities,  and consisted of many different parties, banded together for greater protection.

The expedition currently being organized, had also been sponsored by the Pataliputra merchants’ guild, though it was Navinda, who had made all the arrangements. Five different factors had signed on for the caravan, and the entire party consisted of over a hundred and fifty people, including individual traders, students, representatives of the big merchants, shudras and servants, as well as Pandi and his group of twenty-five mercenaries. There was also a party of thirty pilgrims headed towards Mathura. They, along with individual traders, had paid the guild a fee to be allowed to join the group. Still others had sold their services and manpower to the caravan, in return for being allowed to carry their goods, and to sell them in Takshashila.

The entire party was held up as one of the factors was waiting for some goods to arrive from Tamraliptika. The goods arrived after a wait of twelve days. Finally, they were ready to depart.

***

Dawn had not yet broken over Pataliputra, and a thick curtain of mist shrouded everything in white. Outside the city walls, orange needle points of light pierced through the haze, dotting the open grounds next to the river. These were the campfires of merchants and farmers who had arrived overnight and were waiting to get into the city to sell their wares. Passing them by, the group of horse riders turned right, riding along the ghats in the direction of the old Pataligrama docks.

Their company consisted of some of the richest merchants of Pataliputra and their officers, representatives, and servants. No one had suspected the ragged-looking  shudra boy who accompanied them, and they had been let through, as soon as the main gates were thrown open.

They rode along the ghats in complete silence, till at last the noise and activity ahead, indicated that they had reached their destination. The smell of the river was now accompanied by the sounds of water lapping against boats; there was the creaking of timber, and the loud shouts and curses that accompanied orders being given and goods being loaded. The entire party dismounted; servants tied the horses against the fencing, and everyone made their way inside.

At the docks, indistinct outlines of people stood huddled together in the cold and fog. Some were clearly family groups, giving last minute advice or talking in excited voices. Like the many ghats dotting Pataliputra, the sides of the dock were built of rock. From here, a number of wooden quays extended outwards, like outstretched fingers of land protruding into the waters.

It was Aditya’s first time here. Curiosity got the better of him, and he drifted off towards the shoreline. The ghostly shape of a huge ship, sitting at anchor beside the first quay, loomed up through the fog. It was floating low in the water, weighed down with fresh cargo. Porters carried goods up and down the gangplank, which groaned and creaked under their feet as shouts and instructions rained down on them from the ship. Meanwhile, a fat, waddling man standing on the quay was calling out ferocious swear words and colourful oaths, up towards the ship, from where a number of heads peered down. Back on the dock, Navinda was surrounded by a number of the caravaneers. One of them was explaining how the goods had been allocated between the four different ships, and how the loading of the last ship had gone on throughout the night.

“. . . but five of the students still haven’t turned up,” he concluded with an air of seriousness. He was a young man with remarkably smooth skin and a grave, dignified expression on his face. His name was Katyayana and he was the ‘supercargo’—the man in charge of all the goods belonging to the caravan.

The fat, waddling man who had been shouting obscenities on quay number one, now joined the group. He was red-faced and sweating, inspite of the chill in the air.

“Come on, Arya, there is still time to change your mind,” he boomed at Navinda. “Come on board. Everything is better on the river.”

Navinda went over to hug him. “Not today, Capada. But you must be very happy, eh?”

“Yup, we’re finally leaving,” he said, and then a cloud passed over his face and he scratched his beard, “just as soon as this dratted fog lifts, though.”

This was Capada—captain of the first ship, and leader of the caravan, for the riverine portion of their journey.

By and by, the sun rose in the east, and like a clingy lover reluctant to leave, the fog slowly dissolved. Capada gave the orders and these were shouted out by men up and down the docks. The travellers and merchants walked up the gangplank, and stood crowding along the sides of their ships. The missing students had all turned up at the last moment, and a number of emotional scenes were being played out at the docks. Some of the mothers were crying, while the young men they hugged, looked embarrassed, wanting to get away at the earliest. This caused immense amusement among the hardened sailors already on the boats. There were catcalls and jeers, and one comedian in particular, reduced everyone to laughter with his imitation of a popular dialogue from the Pataliputra theatre.

Navinda was having a last-minute conversation with Aditya

“There are fifty panas here. Be careful with them. When you get to Takshashila, my cousin Mahinda will give you the two hundred panas that Acharya Vishwa gave you. I have sent a message for him with Pandi, and it’s about your employment, so be sure to go along with Pandi, to visit him the very moment you get to Takshashila, understood?”

“And be careful with the money. If you have any problems, talk to Pandi. He will help.”

Aditya suddenly shivered and hugged himself. It was a completely new world. His brother’s words came back to him, echoing in his thoughts.

“Arre, what will become of you? What will you do in life?”

As long as his brother was alive, no one could touch him. He had lived like a king—his brother had indulged his every whim, and now the one person who had loved him so deeply and supported him in everything, was dead. Executed like a common criminal.  His entire life had been turned upside down—he had no home, no family, and no friends to call his own. He was all alone and adrift in the world.

A thick gob of self-pity rose up inside him and stuck in his throat. Tears welled up in his eyes, and stood poised at the edge of his eyelashes. Yet, they refused to fall. Some vestigial pride still remained and it prevented him from breaking down in front of the others. Instead, he hugged Navinda tight“Remember this day, Aditya. This is the day that your childhood ends. From now on, you are no longer a boy, but a man and remember: a man never blames others for his situation or circumstances. The road may be long and dangerous, there may be storms, or rain, or sun outside, but the one in the saddle will always be you. That’s what it means to be a man—that you are now in charge of your own life.”

Something in those words got through to him and soundlessly, he picked up his cloth bag and made his way up the gangplank of his first ship. There, standing on the deck, he looked back for the last time upon the city of his birth. His eyes swept across the entire place, desperately trying to commit each and every detail to memory. Back on the docks, he could see Navinda talking to Pandi.

“I am handing him to you, Pandi. Get him safe to Takshashila, even at the cost of your own life.”

“It will be done Shreeman, even if I have to give up my life.”

“And make a man of him. Do whatever you think is right,  but turn him into a man that his brother would have been proud of. His brother was my best friend.”

Navinda’s voice trembled, and Pandi hesitated, sensing the weight and feeling, with which those words were spoken.

Finally, he said, “I promise Shreeman, it will be done.”

Meanwhile, Capada gave orders to lift anchor, and the men shouted out final warnings for those still lingering on the shore. The last of the stragglers jostled their way up the gangplank, and everyone crowded around the sides of the ship to wave off their family and friends. A number of last-minute messages were shouted out from the docks, and these covered matters both serious and mundane.

“Remember, keep the  gud in a cool and dry place, don’t keep  it in the sun,” advised a doting sister.

“Don’t forget son, send us a letter as soon as you reach Takshashila. I will wait for it,” a mother called out.

Finally, with a number of loud hurrahs and much waving from both sides, the first ship lifted anchor, men pushed it off the quay and then with oars lowered, it set off. One by one, the other three vessels followed, gliding smoothly onto the water.

***

The next day was warm and sunny. The immense blue skies were punctuated in places by white, fluffy clouds that floated lazily by like so many puffs of smoke. It was about noon, and the sun radiated warmth and affection for the earth and its creatures, its rays coating the surface of the water like silver foil. On both sides of  the river stretched green unending forests, trees that seemed to be slowly moving away from the ships.

Aditya stood alone by the stern, lost in his own thoughts. Nearby, stood Capada, who was handling the rudder, a large oar that jutted out from the stern and gave direction to the ship. He was in his element, giving a running commentary about the surrounding countryside, when someone came over and put his hand on Aditya’s shoulder.

It was the first time Aditya had seen Pandi from up close, and the effect was unsettling. The man was almost impossibly broad and more muscular than Aditya remembered. Calloused scar tissue disfigured his face, running from his left eyelid to his lips, and his eyes seemed to gleam eerily.

‘Enjoying yourself boy? This old man troubling you?”

“Old man yourself, you son of a coal miner!” retorted Capada.

“Hahaha, see he’s the captain of the caravan as long as we’re on the river. Got it? And how does he use that privilege? By forcing you to listen to his boring stories!”

“But it wasn’t boring. He was . . .” said Aditya.

“Aha! There! There! You see, you rotten pumpkin,” Capada butted in.

“Well now, that’s a relief, isn’t it?” Pandi turned to Aditya, “And now after some on-board entertainment, would Your Lordship care for some learning activities?”

Aditya nodded in affirmation.

“Do you know who Tivara is?”

“No.”

“You see that man on the right hand side, holding an oar?” Pandi pointed towards the hull, the middle part of the ship. This was where the ships flared out to almost 12 feet in width, and had ten rows of oars fitted to each side. On both sides, next to the oars, were benches on which the rowers sat; two men pulling together  on each of the huge, heavy oars. In between these rows of benches, was a path, which was dominated by a solid-looking pole holding up the mast.

A big, hefty man was looking back towards them from one of the benches, and he waved to them. “There he is, Tivara. You see?”

“Yes.”

“Good, now go down there and join him. He will teach you how to handle the oars.”

“What?” Instant terror surged through Aditya’s veins. How could he do something so degrading? The hull was dirty and smelly. Only the lowest class of shudras and slaves attached to the ships worked the oars. What would everyone think of him if he went in there? It was one thing to go hunting with chandals when the power and prestige of his brother and family was attached to him. But to work with shudras in front of an entire company of strangers? He would be humiliated.

His mind raced furiously to come up with a suitable excuse to get out of it.

“But, Pandi . . .” he said, and winced, for his arm was immediately caught in a bone-crushing grip, as he was dragged to one side, away from earshot of Capada and the others.

“Never, ever call me by my name. I ain’t your playmate son!” said Pandi. There was an edge to his voice that Aditya didn’t care for. He struggled against Pandi’s pincer-like grip, for it was hurting him.

“Please Shreeman . . .”

Pandi let him go and Aditya caught his breath.

“Shreeman, I am a pure blood Kshatriya. How can I go in there?” panted Aditya

“I don’t give a fuck what you are—on this caravan you are my slave! Understand boy? So jump to it.”

Aditya looked again towards the hull and shuddered. He decided to bluff it.

“I won’t. You cannot torture me like this, I will tell Navinda bhaiyya. This is not what he told me . . .”

“You fool—”

That was all that Pandi said. In one swift movement, he bent down, and with a small pull on Aditya’s feet, sent him tumbling over the side of the ship.

The water was cold and hard, and it hit him like concrete. Aditya had fallen on his stomach, plunged into the murky depths, and now he came up gasping for air. The side of the ship loomed up beside him and he could see Pandi’s head peering over, looking at him with an inscrutable expression. A number of shouts went out from aboard the ship as people waved wildly and more heads appeared over the side.

Aditya treaded water, and as he gathered his wits, he realized that the ship was moving on. It shot past him and now he had to avoid the ships coming up behind him. He swam out to the side. He had half a mind to just strike out towards the shore on the near side but Capada had just been telling him those were uninhabited jungles, full of all manner of wild beasts. He had no weapons and no money, and he had been cast off in the middle of the river.


ly, as he waited for the tears to subside.
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Rebirth

“Help! Help!”

He was bobbing up and down in the  water, waving his arms like windmills, but the ships would not stop. The first three had already passed him by, and now the last one was almost level with him. Faces peered down over the ship’s side and almost irresistibly, his eyes were drawn to a pretty young girl who stood among the crowd, her features animated by fear and urgency. There were loud shouts and gesticulations from everyone; the girl herself was pointing towards him and desperately tugging on the arms of an old man standing next to her, but no one did anything to save him.

The last of the ships and the girl on it, passed  him by almost in slow motion, as he looked on with a suspended sense of bewilderment. He couldn’t believe it. They were leaving him to drown in the middle of a river!

Blind terror seized him. Frantically, he thrashed out after the retreating ships, swimming against the current, his arms and legs working like pistons as he desperately tried to catch up. Yet, the ships were steadily pulling further and further away. He was almost on the point of giving up, when inexplicably, the ships started slowing down. With the last of his remaining strength, he willed himself to a final burst of effort. His lungs were burning and his breath came in short, loud gasps.

As he slowly caught up with them, he saw that the ships had entirely stopped rowing and were drifting with the wind. He swam to the side of one of the ships and pleaded for help. He had already decided that he would plead guilty, he would say sorry; he would do whatever was necessary, but he would not let his life be extinguished so pointlessly.

No one came to his aid.

The last of his strength finally gave way. Inadvertently, he swallowed a huge gulp of water and slowly started sinking. Then with the desperate strength of a drowning man, he struggled to the surface, uttered another terrified cry, and felt himself slowly going under. Water passed over his head, the world became a liquid blue . . .

He came to with a loud, spluttering cough. Pandi, dripping with water and wet hair plastered to his skull, was scowling down at him. Above him, framing a blue patch of sky was a blurry semi-circle  of heads.

Everyone looked on with the utmost curiosity. Small groups formed all across the four ships as people speculated on what had happened. Pandi had just thrown his slave into the water and then rescued him. Everyone agreed that Aditya was a lucky man, for if Pandi had wished it, he could just as well have left him to die.

Meanwhile, Pandi helped his ‘slave’ Aditya to his feet and exchanged a few words with him in private.

“On this caravan, you are my servant. Never talk back to me and never raise your voice. You will listen to everything I say or next time, I will not be so kind.”

Aditya burned with humiliation, but followed him quietly to the bench on which Tivara sat.

***

He was put on rowing duty everyday, sitting on the hard bench next to his rowing mate. His rowing mate Tivara was a huge man with big, calloused hands, and he patiently explained the basics to Aditya. He showed him how to grip the oar, and how to lean back and use his entire upper body when pulling on it. He taught Aditya how to slice the oar into the water at a particular angle, so as to reduce resistance and most importantly, he taught Aditya how to pace himself and coordinate his efforts with others, so as to conserve his energy and last longer.

One day followed another in quick succession, with Aditya rowing from dawn to dusk on most days. Sometimes, all the rowers would sing together, strange and bawdy songs that he had never heard before. The singing would energize them and they would row in pace to the rhythm. Inspite of himself, Aditya would feel drawn to the atmosphere of shared work and gaiety, but he never joined  in the singing.

At such times, if his eyes caught those of one of the merchants or free men, he would feel ashamed. The humiliation of being looked down upon, burnt inside him. Soon, he found that he disliked interacting with anyone but the shudras, for he could not stand it when one of the soldiers or merchants talked down to him. He had never understood this unjust system of caste earlier, but neither had he ever given any thought to it. Now, for the first time in his life, he realized how inhuman and degrading this system was—a social structure that generation after generation, automatically relegated such a huge chunk of humanity to an inferior status. His entire soul rebelled against this treatment, and he withdrew further into himself.

During the nights when he was alone, he would feel his brother’s presence and almost hear his voice nearby.

“Arre, what will become of you?”

“By the gods, I’ll sell Ashvaghosha tomorrow itself, I swear it.”

“Have you eaten?”

No matter what the situation, his brother had always seemed  to believe that it could be solved with a good meal. Remembering these quirks would make him smile and his heart would fill up with sadness and self-pity, till it almost felt like it would burst. During those long, endless nights, he would also think about Indukalpa, the man behind his brother’s death. The fantasy of revenge was a constant companion.

***

The mellow sunshine on his back and shoulders, as he pulled and heaved at the oars. Water dripping off the oars as they lifted for the next stroke, glistening in the red light of the dying sun. Herons skimming across the water surface of the water near the banks, swooping in and coming up again, with live fish flapping in their claws. Bent over on all fours, his knees rubbed raw, as he scrubbed the deck from bow to stern. Lying down totally exhausted at night, his back and shoulders so sore, that he was forced to sleep on his stomach.

Three weeks of almost constant activity rushed by in a kaleidoscope of such images. Aditya could now handle the oars by himself, and had developed the strength to last all day. Towards the end of his shift, when it felt like he had nothing remaining in his body, his pride would take over, and not allow him to fall behind, while the others were rowing. In the evenings, after the ships had dropped anchor, he would often find himself sharpening the swords of Pandi and his men, or mending their wicker shields. At other times, he would join the men in swabbing and cleaning, in an effort to get rid of the ever-present rats, which scurried about the decks, attacked the stores of grain, and nibbled on men’s toes at night.

There were also some quieter times. Sometimes, when a good breeze caught the sails, they would all pull up their oars and plug the oar holes with squares of wood covered in leather. Aditya would then sit at the stern and watch the three ships sailing in line behind them, their sleek, streamlined shapes slicing effortlessly through  the waters, as they hurtled forward at great speeds with their sails billowing in the wind.

Some evenings and nights were free. At such times, he, along with other young men would crowd around Capada, as he pointed out the different constellations in the night sky, and explained how to navigate using the stars. There were other nights, when everyone on ship got together and talked about their adventures. Invariably, Pandi would be drunk then, and he would tell the most incongruous, tall tales that would have everyone in splits. The story-telling would go on through the night, as the merchants would compete to see who couldTime passed, and they made good progress, till finally on the evening of the twenty-first day, they sighted the city of Kaushambi. It had only been three weeks, but the Aditya who got down at the docks in Kaushambi, was very different from the one who had joined the caravan in Pataliputra. He still felt his abasement very acutely, but had made peace with the situation. So much so, that he did not even feel any rancour for Pandi, who had publicly humiliated him, and continued to treat him as a slave.

Only the fates knew what tomorrow would bring, but Aditya lived in the hope that one day he would avenge himself on his brother’s killers. Till then, he would keep to himself, observe, and learn.

 tell the most ridiculous and absurd tale.
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Kaushambi

A dirty green piece of cloth hung across the entrance  of  the  tavern.  Music,  shouts, cheers, and the babble of a hundred different conversations burst forth from behind the curtain, spilling over into the street outside. This noise, then mingled with the familiar din of a Magadhan marketplace, the shouts of the many vendors selling foodstuffs, the piteous wails of beggars and cripples who cried out for alms, and the giggles and coquettish displays of the courtesans standing in the opposite building. Crowds of men pushed their way past each other in the narrow lane, as Aditya stood in the street outside the tavern, waiting for his companions.

It was his first day in Kaushambi. Their ships had docked in the morning, and the caravan had split up into many small groups. Some wanted to visit the famous Ghositarama monastery. Another group, consisting mostly of the students, had gone to marvel at the beautiful Kaushambi palace, which was now the Governor’s residence. With no other place to  go, Aditya had come with Pandi and his men to this tavern, in one of the less reputed parts of town.

Now, he loitered around outside a shop where wicked-looking daggers and swords hung from numerous strings. Right in front, a kiosk selling  parna was doing roaring business. The shops of this city were stocked with all manner of luxury items, and a seething mass of humanity ebbed and flowed through its lanes. There was a certain restlessness, frenetic energy that charged the very air of this metropolis.

Aditya was taking it all in, when a head popped from behind the curtain and called out, “Hey Jalkanya, have you had food yet?” It was Pandi’s deputy Shilajeet.

Saumen, one of Navinda’s officials, had given him this name since he had fallen into the water. Now more and more people were calling him this, and it really annoyed him. He frowned and shook his head.

“What are you waiting for? Come on in, Pandi’s asking for you,” Shilajeet clapped a friendly hand on his shoulder and pulled him in.

Inside, it was cool, dark, and noisy. Right next to the entrance sat a very noisy group, crowded around a game of Ashtapada. A burly man with a gaping black hole in place of his right eye, turned and stared malevolently at Aditya as he entered. Tanned, tough-looking men with a variety of scars, sat all along the floor. The whole place had a curious smell of stale sweat, smoke, spices, and madhu.

At the far end sat a man who was playing on a strange stringed instrument, while a number of Pandi’s soldiers sang along. Rishabha and Shwetaketu, the two students who had elected to visit the tavern, rather than the palace, were also there. A thin, dirty-looking man was raucously yelling into Rishabha’s ear, trying to teach him the song, while keeping time by drumming on his back.

Shilajeet led him past another soiled curtain into an adjoining room. Pandi was sitting here, along with two of his soldiers and a fat, bald, sweaty stranger. There was a thick brown curry of meat on one plate, and  daal on another.

“Aditya!” Pandi seemed happy to see him. “Come come, sit down. Dhritahari, give my friend here some roti.” Pandi shifted a little and the fat man smiled at Aditya, handing him a piece of roti.

It was a very thick, reddish flat bread that Aditya had never seen earlier. Shilajeet also helped himself to it.

“Eat,” Shilajeet clapped him on the shoulder.

After days of travelling and working with shudras, criminals, and mercenaries of all kinds, Aditya did not think twice before digging in. He had not eaten anything all day, and the colour and smell of this food made his stomach growl in anticipation. He attacked it like a champion.

A pitcher of madhu was being passed around and everyone took long swigs straight from the vessel. Dhritahari, the fat man who was the owner of the tavern, was doing most of the talking.

“How can I not get angry? Every day I hear something new and I blow my top. It’s got so bad that I try to keep away from all news now,” he mopped his head with a piece of cloth on his shoulder.

“And yet, you seem to know an awful lot about what’s going on,” said Pandi, laughing.

“Corruption has crossed all limits, Pandi. People are angry. Our dear Magadhan Governor has raised taxes again—an additional  shulka, apart from the  bali and the  bhaga for the farmers and merchants. He’s even taxing the courtesans!”

“Even the courtesans?” asked one of the soldiers.

“Courtesans . . . imagine!” shuddered Dhritahari.

“Taxes have been raised everywhere,” said Shilajeet. “Dhanananda is getting ready for a war with those damned Avantis. They’ve been sponsoring the rebels on our southern borders.”

“Hmmmph . . . these taxes here have nothing to do with Dhanananda. This is purely our dear Governor Malyavan’s doing.”

“Malyavan?” asked Shilajeet

“He’s raising an army,” said Pandi.

“Exactly, he’s employed more than three thousand mercenaries and those scoundrels come here every day asking for money.”

“For what? Bandits?” asked Shilajeet.

“Pshaw . . . we all know what the army is for. Every day, there are cases of dacoity on our borders, but our precious Governor does nothing. This army is for something else. He’s got his eye on Pataliputra.”

“Hmm . . . Pandi discreetly pointed to two strangers who were sitting at the other end of the room, evidently engaged in some serious discussion, helped along with generous sips of madhu from the bowls in front of them.

Aditya had satiated his hunger, and now stared in wonder at the two strangers. He had never seen people like them before. They were extremely pale, had very little hair on their faces, and their eyes were abnormally narrow. In Pataliputra, they used to speak of different types of men who lived in the four corners of the world, but he had always assumed that these were fantastic tales, meant only for the gullible.

“My shop is very popular with all sorts of mercenaries and travellers my friend; everyone is welcome here. But it’s not very polite to stare,” said Dhritahari.

Shilajeet leaned towards him and whispered, “They are gold merchants from Ladvags. They all look like that, but they are a lot of fun and they can drink a lot. Want to meet them?”

“Leave him alone. I think it’s time he also shared a sip with us, don’t you think?” asked Pandi.

Everyone agreed enthusiastically, while Dhritahari looked doubtfully at Aditya.

“Have you ever had madhu or sura?” asked Shilajeet.

Aditya shook his head.

“Well then, shall we make him try?” Shilajeet looked  towards Pandi.

“By all means.” Pandi was grinning through his beard and there was a gleam in his eye. “He’s worked like a man and he needs to drink like one.”

Shilajeet handed him the pitcher and shouts of ‘come on’, ‘drink up’ rent the air. The merchants from Ladvags also joined in.

What happened next would be remembered by Aditya all his life. The madhu had a thick, sweet taste that burnt in his throat. He choked and immediately started coughing. This was met with loud roars of approval from everyone present. People clapped him on the back and everyone seemed to be happy that he was drinking. He didn’t really like the taste, but as the pitcher was handed around, he continued to gulp down the The rest of the evening, Aditya could remember dancing with  a number of strangers and then arguing loudly with Rishabha. Everything he was doing, seemed to amuse his new-found friends, and so he argued even louder. Finally, he could only recall seeing the floor next to his head, and a number of strange men, looking down at him.

***

It was dark and the entire world was shaking. Aditya was swimming in the murky depths of the Ganga, with his friend Yuyutsu. Only, instead of Yuyutsu, it was his brother who was flailing about in the water in front of him. Ajeet was trying to tell him something, shouting it out underwater, words which became big bubbles as they emerged from his mouth, and went floating up to the surface. Aditya strained his ears to understand what was being said.

Suddenly, a familiar voice floated in through the darkness, startling him with its clarity. His half-scrambled dreams were  blown away like so many wisps of cotton, and Aditya opened his eyes to see Shilajeet leaning in over him, a huge grin on his face. The world slowly came into focus, and Aditya realized that he  was lying on the floor in a small room, with sunlight streaming in through an open window. His mind was awake, but his limbs still seemed numb. He tried to get up, but only succeeded in rolling over to his side. It was only when Shilajeet started pinching his upper arms that Aditya, with a great effort, shook himself awake and staggered to his feet.

His head was throbbing and his mouth felt dry and sour. He tried to think back to what had happened last night, but he found he could only remember it in flashes. One of them was of him vomiting in the street, while someone flung water at his face. He could remember himself saying, ‘Thank you, thank you, you have saved my life’, over and over again to the stranger.

Shilajeet filled him in on the rest. He had fought with Rishabha, the student, and he had sworn to richly reward Dhritahari. He had also been boasting of being very rich and his antics had amused every one considerably. In short, his first exposure to alcohol and his first day in Kaushambi had been a disaster.

It had gone even worse for the student Rishabha, who had been robbed, and was now without a penny on him. When Aditya went outside to wash his face, he found Rishabha sitting down against the wall, his head in his hands. When he looked up, his eyes were red and puffy.

“I’ve been robbed. Everything is gone. Everything!” He seemed deranged with shock, “Oh, what will I do now?”

“How?” asked Aditya, vigorously rubbing water on his face.

“Oh, that man from Ujjain. He was a thief,” sobbed  Rishabha. “What will I do now? It was two hundred panas! How can I go back home and tell them I have been so stupid? I can’t. I can’t,” he said and clasped his head again. Aditya, who had recently lost everything he valued, now felt a twinge of pity for the student.

“Hmm . . . did you talk to Pandi?”

Rishabha shook his head, “No. How can I face him? I don’t even have enough to eat. He might ask me to leave.”

Aditya’s brow wrinkled, “Well then, why don’t you ask around if someone can lend you some money? I am sure some of them can lend you enough money to just get by.”

“Who will lend me so much money? Oh deva, why am I such an idiot?” he buried his face in his hands again.

Aditya looked away.

“Can you lend me any money?” Rishabha looked hopefully towards him.

“What does it look like? Think I’d be doing this if I had money to lend?”

“But all your expenses  are taken care of—aren’t  they? Look, anything will do. Please. I promise I will repay.”

“Yes, but I don’t have any money.”

Rishabha got up and now clasped Aditya’s hand.

“Please, please. Look I will forever be in your debt if you help me now. I will never forget it. My father sold half his farm to send me to Takshashila. I cannot go back like this, I simply can’t. Please!”

Seeing  Aditya’s  uncertainexpression,  his  appeals  grew even more pitiful and earnest.

“Please, look anything will do—any little thing. Even if I get a little bit, I’ll continue with the caravan. I’ll do whatever I can.”

“Okay, look I have very little, but I’ll share what I have. Right now, I need to run as Pandi is calling me. But I’ll request Pandi, maybe he can take you on as a worker, you could earn your passage that way. We always need workers, you know!”

Rishabha hugged him tight.

“Oh, thank you, thank you! Please talk to him brother. If you help me now, I promise I will never forget it. Never ever!”

“Okay, let me see.”

Aditya disentangled himself, smoothed his dhoti, and hurried off to accompany Pandi and Saumen. They were going to the house of a local  setthi to deliver a message along with some gifts, that Navinda had sent his old friend and business partner. The setthi received them warmly, read the message with evident delight, and assured them of help in arranging for their onward journey.

***

The metropolis of Kaushambi was the farthest river port in  the kingdom of Magadha. From here, the caravan would resume  its journey on foot along the Uttarapatha. The pilgrims in the party now departed, while the remaining caravaneers got busy arranging for ox-carts, pack oxen, mules, and horses for the onward journey. Many of the free traders joined ranks to buy transport that they would share, while others rented space from the bigger traders to carry their goods. The smallest traders and students, who could not afford to do either, would walk all the way with their possessions and goods on their backs.

Accordingly, the next few days were extremely busy for Aditya. He accompanied Saumen and the setthi’s men to the cattle markets and saw how rigorously the traders bargained. He also learnt how to check the hooves, teeth, and musculature of these animals for any defects.

The purchased animals were then brought back to a pen near the docks, where Aditya helped to take care of them. At night, he would sleep with them in the stables. Finally, by the evening of the fourth day, requisite transport, fodder and other essentials for the onward journey had been procured and all arrangements were in place.

The loading and packing of the goods started early next morning, and everyone worked under the close supervision of Katyayana, who maintained meticulous accounts of all the goods being transported. The caravan finally started off around mid-morning.

The setthi came to see them off, and also presented Aditya with a beautiful khadga. It was a fine blade made of high-quality steel. No doubt, this would have been as per instructions sent by Navinda and Aditya felt immensely thankful for this help. Around mid-morning, the traders finally set off on the landpart of their journey.


concoction, in pace with the cheering men.
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Growth—I

The last two hundred years had seen the emergence of a new class of people in Bharatvarsha. Starting with the first artisans who produced goods on a piece-order basis meant for local consumption, a more intrepid class had emerged—a class of sellers who frequented the many nigams,  haats, and fairs held in the newly-established cities and pilgrimage centres of the Indian sub-continent. These in turn, gave rise to an even more entrepreneurial class of people who could only be described as merchant-adventurers.

A new form of economic activity and wealth generation came into being. With the rapid clearing of forests and the emergence of rudimentary roads, trade and exchange between different parts of Bharatvarsha received a huge fillip; and this group of people known as the Vaishyas, became powerful drivers of economic activity in Indian society.

This expansion of long-distance trade and commerce in turn, had far-reaching effects upon society. Local exchange, which had earlier taken place within the grama-based societies, needed a   common standard to transact, and the merchant guilds of various cities now started issuing metal-based currencies. Large scale trade also required the exchange of messages and the writing systems of Brahmi, Kharoshti and Gandhari/Sharda made an appearance around this time. Ancient religious books and traditions that had been passed down orally over generations, began to be written down, and the first universities in the world came up in places like Takshashila and Nalanda. For the first time in Bharatvarsha, access to education was no longer the preserve of only one section of society. Intellectual speculation and enquiry began to be directed more and more towards material and practical matters.

This was an epoch of religious and  philosophical  ferment. Men who had travelled far and wide, and seen different types of societies, increasingly started questioning the narrow-mindedness and orthodoxy of the Brahmins. Society was undergoing a transition and this proved to be extremely fertile ground for the growth of new ideas and philosophies. Different schools of thought sprang up and vied for attention among the general population. This they did through methods such as exposition and debate in a society that was remarkably open and tolerant.

Among the many different schools of thought, were the shramana religions of Buddhism and Jainism, which rejected the caste system and propagated ahimsa, bitterly criticizing the animal sacrifices associated with Vedic religion. Driven by such moral concepts and encouraged by the increased area brought under the plough, the idea of vegetarianism also started gaining ground in Indian society. Such doctrines were especially popular among the new class of merchants and traders, and in fact, were in ascendancy all over Bharatvarsha. Side by side, other belief systems such as the existing Vedic religion, the hedonistic beliefs of the Charavakas, as well as atheistic beliefs propounded by sects such as the Ajivikas also remained popular.

The merchants trudging towards Takshashila were just one speck in this unfolding panorama of Indian civilization. The realities of travel meant that they were lax about caste restrictions, as exposure and travel had necessitated practicality and broad-mindedness. Yet, at the same time, they were niggardly in sharing their knowledge of wealth creation, of new markets, and sources of raw materials, as this was how they made money. Thus, the old curse of Bharatvarsha, the caste system—where every father tried to pass on his knowledge and position to his son, and responsibility and authority were conferred on the basis of descent, rather than merit—was already taking root in these newly-emerging communities.

As all these trends consolidated, merchant guilds came up in different cities, Janapadas afforded them protection in return for taxes, and the class of merchants came to be economically well-off. Yet, even now, the men travelling with Aditya were rough-and-hardy, equally capable of driving a shrewd bargain, as they were of defending their life and property from brigands and bandits. Life in the merchant caravans involved tremendous hardship and toil, as well as a huge appetite for risk.

It was a tough life and once the caravan started, their routine rarely varied. Up at the crack of dawn followed by a hurried round of packing and loading of animals, they hit the road and marched everyday, irrespective of terrain, weather, or road conditions. A number of Pandi’s horsemen always  acted  as  scouts,  scouring  the path ahead for fodder, water, camping grounds, and potential ambushes. Another body of horsemen protected the rear of the caravan, while somemen marched along the flanks, their swords held loose in their kayabandhs.

None of their weapons matched, not all of them had horses, and only a few had shields or armour, yet they were all fighters to be reckoned with. Veterans of numerous attacks and skirmishes— some of them were so desperate for a good bout that they would sooner part with their lives, than hand over their merchandise. During the nights, they slept in the formation of a fortified camp. The animals would be unloaded, the pack-oxen unbuckled from the carts, which would then be drawn together in a circle to create a periphery. The pack-oxen and mules would be let out to graze freely in the meadows, where a number of men would spend the night with them, while horses would be kept inside the periphery and fed on grain. Men posted as sentries, remained on watch all around the camp, and everyone would take turns on guard duty.

For workers like Aditya, the routine was even tougher. He,  who used to bunk wrestling while in Pataliputra, so that he could sleep late into the day, was now among the first to rise in camp. He would wake up early and help with the packing and loading. In the evenings, as soon as the caravan stopped, he would rush to unload the animals and then check for any scratches, marks, injuries, or pebbles and objects stuck in their hooves or bodies. Any of these could get worse when put under a load and if left unnoticed, could develop into an unusable animal over a couple of days. Later, he would brush down their hair as even tiny knots could chafe and cut the skin.

After doing all this, he had to compulsorily attend sword-fighting classes arranged by Pandi. Only then, was he allowed to eat and go to sleep. And on nights when he was on sentry duty, even sleep was denied to him.

***

“Aren’t you the same boy who had fallen off the ship?”

Aditya was trudging along at the tail-end of the caravan, when he heard the question. He looked up to see a head popping out of an ox-cart behind him.

It was the same face that had been leaning over the side of the ship and his eyes locked onto hers again.

He straightened up to his full height, “I am not a boy.”

“No? Then what are you?” her eyes flashed mischief and her dimples stood out in bold relief.

“I am tired of sitting. Do you mind if I walk with you?” she suddenly said in a very demure, feminine tone.

“No. Suit yourself” he said and then wondered if he sounded too gruff.

Her name was Devika, and she immediately started telling him about her house in Pataliputra as Aditya studied her from the corners of his eyes. There was an aura of gaiety and naughtiness about her, that was infectious, and her animated expressions changed as sShe was in the middle of one of her giggling fits, when Rishabha joined them. He had become exceedingly friendly, ever since Aditya had lent him twenty panas. Besides, they were both now at the same level, for Rishabha too, was now a worker in the caravan.

The three of them walked along together for almost the entire day, with Devika and Rishabha doing most of the talking, even as Aditya brooded in silence. He really did not know what to make of the lady, except that she somehow made him feel light-hearted and happy.

***

The caravan came to a stop on a stretch of dusty, unproductive land. The surrounding landscape was utterly flat and featureless, and stretched out over unending vistas of farms, plains, and clumps of trees. The harvest season was near, and bright green patches of paddy zig-zagged as far as the eye could see. Human habitations, unplanned clusters of mud and straw houses popped up at irregular intervals, relieving the seeming uniformity of the scenery. They were now in the heart of the Indo-Gangetic plains, an area that had been settled for many generations.

With the coming of the caravan, it now seemed as if a small city had suddenly sprung up in the midst of vast, empty fields. The animals were unloaded, the area for the camp was marked out and levelled, and workers were sent out to collect water and firewood. Some of the caravaneers were rubbing down their horses, talking to them, and inspecting their hooves, while others busied  themselves clearing out the ground, cooking food or setting up temporary tent-like shelters. Many congregated in groups, exchanging light-hearted banter and gossip, while others peacefully enjoyed the sunset. Evenings were seen as a time to unwind and a relaxed, light-hearted mood prevailed.

Among the familiar faces, were present many strangers, people from the surrounding villages, who had descended on the caravan, trying to buy and sell essential commodities. Some hawked fresh fruits and vegetables, while others sold homemade madhu. As was the general custom, they were allowed at the campsite till twilight, after which, all strangers were asked to leave, the ox-carts were drawn together in a circle, and sentries posted outside this perimeter.

Till then, however, they roamed about freely, engaging in spirited bargaining with potential customers. Meanwhile, a roving  bhaand and his apprentice materialized from nowhere, and the duo started performing to a mixed crowd of merchants and villagers. The whole place resembled a haat.

At one end of this temporary city, however, stood a group of twelve bare-chested men who looked dead serious. In the dying light of the reddish sun, they were practising the art of khadga combat. Yet, none of them had a khadga in his hands. They stood in two rows and were responding clumsily to orders barked out by a dark, stocky man. Quite a crowd had formed around them, engaging in frequent cat-calls and jeers at their strange antics.

“Advance!” shouted Pandi.

They all shifted weight from their back leg to the front, and took a half-step forward with pretend swords in their hands.

“Retreat!”

They all moved back half a step.

“Advance, Advance, Advance, Advance!”

They ended up in disarray.

“Where you going, Drishta?” called out one of the mercenaries from the crowd. Someone clapped, and the villagers started laughing.

The  thin,  nervous-looking  young  man,  to  whom  this was addressed, was almost a step ahead of the rest, and he now stepped back with a frown.

“Don’t lunge, don’t lunge forward,” Pandi scowled at him. “Shilajeet, come; show them what happens when you lunge with a khadga.”

Shilajeet drew his sword and lunged out at Pandi, thrusting his blade straight towards Pandi’s guts but his blade only sliced through empty air. In one smooth, fluid movement, Pandi had taken a small step forward  and to the left, avoiding Shilajeet’s sword thrust.  He now brought his own sword down in a chop over Shilajeet’s extended hand.

“See—there! I got his arm and broke his wrist. Or . . . I could go for his neck like this—” said Pandi as he suddenly lifted the blade and took it to Shilajeet’s neck, “or like that and get his ribs,” he now held the point of the sword against Shilajeet’s chest.

He turned back towards the students.

“When you overextend, you not only expose your arms and your wrists, but you also disbalance yourself. Now watch this,  from this excessively strained position, it will also take him time  to get back to defence. So within that interval, I can take him out, right? Remember this: real khadgas are heavy and every time you commit to a stroke, you will not be able to change it mid-air, as your footwork will not support it. Now why was I able to dodge him?”

They stared back at him.

“Because of better positioning—that’s why. Sword fighting is all about positioning, and positioning is all about good footwork. You have to remain balanced on your feet at all times! Never ever overextend!”

The group nodded their heads in agreement and murmured their assent as Pandi stepped forward to admonish the unfortunate young man who had lunged ahead of the rest.

“Drishta, not only were you disbalanced while moving, but you also broke formation. Now imagine how bad this would have been, if you were in actual battle. Not only have you foolishly exposed yourself, one man alone, instead of a solid mass of men, but you also created a break in your ranks. It provides a gap for the enemy to penetrate. You have endangered not just yourself, but your friends and comrades. Do you understand what a terrible mistake this can be?”

“Yes, Acharya.”

“Good, now get back.”

They got back into their ranks and continued the drill. Pandi was a renowned master swordsman and all the men present had volunteered for this torture. All, that is, except for Aditya who had been ordered by Pandi to attend these classes. His torture and exhaustion would continue into the night, after which Pandi would put him through additional drills or yoga postures for flexibility, while he would let the others go. Only then was Aditya allowed to eat, after which he would collapse in a heap, till he was woken up again.

Yet, Aditya did not mind. These classes were his only chance to reclaim his Kshatriya status and he lapped up everything that was taught. However, the constant animal-like drilling befuddled him. They had been learning footwork and positioning for twelve days and yet, Pandi had not allowed any of them to even touch a khadga. Everyone wondered how long this would continue.

Pandi’s commands again burst through his thoughts, “Off-line step left,” and his body followed, a big step towards the left, with his body sinking down and his arms held up. His imaginary sword was brandished horizontally to block an overhead strike. He had done this so many times before, that he didn’t even have to think. His body followed Pandi’s instructions of its own accord.

wiftly as the topic of their conversation.
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Growth—II

It had been three months since their caravan left Pataliputra and in that time, Aditya had completely changed. So stark was this transformation, that an acquaintance from his Pataliputra days would scarcely have recognized him. The boy had become a man.

The continuous physical activity combined with a high protein diet, had changed his body. He was still lean as a bone, but had grown taller and considerably stronger. The khadga, which had seemed heavy and clunky when he first started handling it,  now  felt light and malleable in his hands. Side by side with this increase in strength, was an enormous increase in appetite. It seemed to have almost doubled since they’d left Pataliputra.

Yet, the greatest change in him was mental. He, who used to bunk classes and manipulate his brother to get his way, now took his responsibilities seriously for he was determined not to be found wanting in any way. Used to luxurious living, he now ate coarse food, wore shabby clothes, and took orders from people of all backgrounds. Yet, he was thankful that he could support himself and he guarded his self-respect very closely. He was determined to work his way up to his ‘rightful’ station in life.

The realities of camp life meant that men of very diverse backgrounds were often thrown together and had to depend upon each other. Amidst the shared sentry duties and the sword-fighting lessons, Aditya too, found himself opening up to others. He still did not talk much, but was most often seen with either Rishabha  or the young trader Drishta. He learnt continuously from Pandi, and sometimes spent his free time with Devika, whose company he found delightful. Learning about the lives of others on the caravan, brought about a huge change in him.

In comparison to the denizens of settled communities, most  of the caravaneers were adventurers and risk-takers. Many of them had been forced into this wandering life through misfortune and adversity, and had struggled and fought their way through life. The arrogance that came automatically to Aditya, now evaporated as his respect for fellow-travellers grew. He realized that his former sense of superiority had been based on nothing, but the achievements and wealth of his family and the desire to now prove himself on his own terms, burned fiercely within him.

The self-pity and feeling of helplessness that had initially dogged him, also vanished, as Aditya realized that he was not alone in his misfortune. He had lost a brother, and yet there were people in the caravan, who had never known a family. The fates had not promised anyone anything, but had dealt their cards impartially and unfeelingly to everyone. Around him were numerous others who had made the best of a bad hand, instead of sitting and brooding over things.

For instance, his friend Drishta’s life was typical of the kind of lives many of the smaller traders had led. Drishta had been orphaned at a young age to war and famine. Driven as a refugee to Pataliputra, he had begged, struggled, and fought his way to manhood, till  one day he saw the wealth that came ashore at the docks. He had immediately sold his services as a rower till he made some money and started buying dyed cotton clothes in the markets of Kaushambi and selling them in Pataliputra on his return. After making a tidy profit, he had enough money to launch himself into business as a trader, but his very first caravan was attacked and robbed. Escaping to Bharukaccha, he had done odd jobs till he got his hands on some high quality imported silks. His journey back to Pataliputra had earned him some money, and he was hoping that he would finally make it big with this caravan.

Drishta was thin and weak-looking, and spoke in a high-pitched voice. Even though he had an enormous appetite, he never seemed to gain any weight. Yet, despite his frail appearance, Aditya realized that this was a man of immense mental strength. In his former life in Pataliputra, he might even have passed by Drishta, without even looking at him. Yet, this same man had somehow taught himself to read, and was constantly on the lookout for self-improvement, a desire which led him to the sword-fighting classes, even though he was not cut out for it.

There were many others with similar stories. There was Shilajeet, who had been born to a slave woman and yet, nobody could have guessed that by looking at him now. Pandi himself was rumoured to have had a dark past, though no one knew much about him, except that he came from the far south, from a town by the sea shore that was famous for its temples and pearl fishing.

Aditya had also grown close to Rishabha, whose parents had sold half their farm to fulfill his wishes, as he was talented in mathematics and philosophy. He was excitable and foul-mouthed, but over time, Aditya realized that he was a wonderful person at heart. Though very intelligent at philosophy and science, he seemed to be totally at a loss, when it came to the wiles and mannerisms of men. In this respect, Rishabha reminded him of his own brother, for he too, had the ability to speak uncomfortable truths, and to be stubborn about them.

At night, when the merchants sat around the fire discussing  the remains of the day, Rishabha would invariably end up upsetting some of them with his theories by saying things like: man did  not need to consume luxuries to be happy. He blamed the merchants for creating desire among citizens, for things that were not required, and thus, of promoting unhappiness in society. Among the merchants, even among the Buddhists, there were not many takers for this kind of talk. So Rishabha, who never moderated his speech, found himself one day with a bowlful of daal, upturned on his head.

Perhaps the most surprising change in Aditya was his new-found respect for Pandi and his love for sword fighting. Pandi was a Charavaka and openly opposed the doctrines of the Brahmins—yet no one could doubt his intelligence and ability. He was extremely severe, but by now, Aditya had realized that he was also very fair. The sword-fighting sessions helped bring them together and for the first time in his life, Aditya realized why his brother Ajeet had been so crazy about wrestling.

Despite the bone-crushing hard work, Aditya now looked forward to each of those sessions, and was loath to miss a single one. Slowly but surely, he was growing in his mastery of the khadga.

***

“Advance, Advance, Advance, Stop!”

Aditya stopped just in time and a wicked-looking khadga slashed through the air just inches from his chest. Everyone else had left, and only Aditya was being coached today.

“See, that’s his range. That’s the maximum his arms can reach and he can’t possibly go beyond that range.”

Shilajeet went into slow motion, swinging the blade lazily through the air to demonstrate. Aditya was just out of his reach.

“He can’t possibly get at you. At this point, don’t rush in; spend just a moment studying his position, so you can anticipate what his next move is.”

Aditya looked confused and Pandi explained further.

“Look at the axis of his body. Which way is his body turned? Everytime your opponent strikes you, his whole body has to be behind it—the angle of his attack will lie along the axis of his body, either the current position or the position he slips into, before launching the attack.”

“But how will I know?” protested Aditya.

“By observing his feet and his eyes. They will always tell you what his target and his“Okay . . .” Aditya screwed up his eyes and bit his lip.

“But, in order for you to form that mental picture, you need to be just outside his reach, so you can safely pause and take in everything. For that, you need to master range.”

“Okay.” Aditya nodded again.

“Now go back, and then confidently advance right up to the limit of his range.”

Aditya went back and started advancing towards Shilajeet, who was tracing intricate patterns in the air with the khadga in one hand. At the last moment, he flinched, and Shilajeet brought his sword to a dead stop just an inch away from his ribs.

“Overconfidence will kill you boy,” Shilajeet grinned. Aditya had closed his eyes, and Pandi was chuckling.

“He’s going to cut me up while I form a mental picture,” protested Aditya.

“Patience boy, patience! It will come with practice, don’t worry! But concentration—that’s important!”

“I am concentrating.”

“You can’t study him before the fight begins, Aditya. You have to be in the fight to understand it and control it. No one asked you to spend an hour studying him, but you have to practice this, till the feel of the fight comes to you within one-tenth of a kshan, like that!” Pandi snapped his fingers. “It should come without even consciously being thought of. Come on now, go back and try again.”

Again and again and again, Aditya was made to do the same thing as Shilajeet changed swords and then Pandi replaced him. Aditya was sweating purely from the tension and the concentration, and Pandi repeatedly questioned him, forcing him to think.

“What’s he going to do next?” he asked in the middle of an exchange. Shilajeet froze in position.

“I think he will charge me,” Aditya replied.

Shilajeet grinned and Aditya knew he had guessed right.

“What makes you think that?”

“His rear heel is half off-the-ground. He’s already pre-loaded it to advance.”

“Hmm, but what do you think he’s going to do, if he advances?”

“I think it will be an overhead strike”

“Okay . . . and what will you do if he does that?”

“I’ll move back a little.”

“Well, you could do that. But I would advise you to get out of the axis along which his blade is going to come down. Step forward and to your left, and as his heavy blade swings down to the ground, close in on him.”

“Okay, what if he slashes at me instead? Should I block him?”

Shilajeet demonstrated, slowly swinging his blade horizontally from one side towards Aditya’s middle.

“You could, but it would not be ideal. At this range, it would be better for you to move slightly back and let his blade go through. Once it passes you, slap it away and then close in for the kill.”

Pandi now stepped in to demonstrate. As Shilajeet’s blade came in from the side, Pandi imperceptibly stepped back. The blade slashed through empty air and as soon as it had passed his chest, Pandi slapped it away.

“See, just like that—let him swing the sword and then—slap! It’s on its way. His hands are now out of the way. That’s when you close in for the kill. Now, where do you think I should stab him?”

“On the neck?”

“That’s right, if he’s wearing armour, go straight for the neck; otherwise, just slide it into his ribs, like this—”

Pandi placed the point of his sword against Shilajeet’s ribs as he froze in position.

“Okay.”

Again and again and again, Aditya ducked, and weaved, and side-stepped, and retreated, while Pandi constantly probed him, pushing him mentally to absorb new concepts. It was like a mighty river in spate, and however much he wanted, he could only swallow and retain a few mouthfuls at a time. No sooner did he master one aspect than he seemed to mess up the things he had learnt earlier. He misjudged any number of times and at such instances, Shilajeet’s sword would come to stop just inches away from his body. The sharpness of the blade and seeming abandon with which Shilajeet was wielding it, added a very real danger to the proceedings and Aditya was sweating profusely. Most of the time, it was Shilajeet’s skill, rather than his own judgement, that saved him. Pandi would reprimand him using the foulest language, and then go over the finer points again.

Aditya was thoroughly enjoying himself.

 direction of movement are going to be.”
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The Attack

Snaking its way steadily up Uttarapatha, the caravan soon reached the borderlands of Magadha.  This was particularly dangerous territory, as the entire area was in a state of upheaval and the writ of the government was virtually non-existent here. The mighty kingdom of Magadha was already rotting away from the inside.

The effects of this decay, which in reality had  only started over the past twenty years, had still not manifested themselves in  popular  consciousness,  for Magadha had a long-standing reputation as the pre-eminent state in India. Its star had been on the ascendant for more than two hundred years. Blessed by nature with fertile soil and an abundant supply of elephants, the kingdom had built up formidable armies, which soon swallowed up the  janasanghas of Kashi, Kosala, Kalinga, and more recently, the kingdom of Vatsa of which Kaushambi was the capital. Yet, under the rule of the cruel and despotic King Dhanananda, things were rapidly going  downhill.  His  Majesty  was extremely unpopular, internal rebellions had multiplied, and central control was fragmenting. Trading caravans had become easy prey for ambitious warlords and rebels, each of whom was busy building his own private army.

Magadha’s neighbours, the allied confederacies of the Panchalas and Kuru-Panchalas were fomenting trouble in the outlying provinces and anarchy prevailed over the entire stretch. Throughout the time that they were in these lands, the caravan remained in a state of high alert. The extra vigilance exercised by Pandi and his men paid off, when finally one day, they were attacked.

Thanks to the scouts, the caravan had been forewarned and when the attackers thundered in on their horses, they found a travelling camp that was ready and expecting them. Archers hidden in the bullock carts suddenly shot arrows at the attackers, who lost three men even before they could close in on their prey. Four more of them were killed in the melee that ensued, and a sudden charge on their flanks by over thirty horsemen, drove them off the field. Pandi and his men then gave pursuit, chased them down, stripped them of everything, and confiscated their horses. As a result, many more people were now riding horses in the caravan.

The fight was over almost before it began, and Aditya saw no part of it. He did not have to wait long to see action though, for the next attack that took place, was a major one. It caught them unawares when they were just a few days’ march away from the great city of Indraprastha. They had made it safely through the turbulent frontiers, and had crossed Panchala janapada when it happened.

***

The moon hung low in the sky, heavy and full, seemingly close to bursting. It cast its milky whiteness across the overgrown, half-wild fields, the river in the distance, and the caravan, which was parked right in the middle of this forbidding wasteland. Wolves bayed in the distance. A stray moonbeam glinted on something metallic  for a moment, as the tender green leaves of the scrub shimmered in the soft light. Then a dark, heavy cloud passed slowly over the moon and shadows came to life on the ground below. A sinister shape seemed to glide through the swaying grasses one moment and melted into the patchwork of light and shade the next.

The winds rustled through the grass and mixed with the faraway howling of wolves to create an unsettling effect. Save for this, there was no other sound anywhere, except for the low murmur of the voices of sentries, floating on the winds that blew across the desolate plains. It was the second prahar of the night and even the fires in the camp had burnt themselves out.

Suddenly, shouts were heard in the darkness from amid the grass, arrows whistled through the air, and the sound of hoof beats blended with the howling of the wind. Exultant cries resounded all up and down the line, and they were almost instantly answered by other calls coming from the direction of the caravan.

“Attack! Kill! Cut! Kill! Kill!”

“Attack! Attack! Attack! Attack!”

“Help! Help! They’ve come! They’ve come!”

The sleeping camp was under attack.

***

Aditya and Rishabha were one of the ten pairs of ‘buddy’ groups who had been posted on sentry duty. Aditya had been lying down in his  kambala, talking, when the world suddenly erupted.

“Attack—it’s an attack!” A single plaintive cry ripped through the darkness to their right, and was instantly taken up by sentries, up and down the line. In an instant, pandemonium let loose. The night exploded into a thousand blood-curdling yells, and the galloping of horses. It was impossible to tell if it was the work of ten men or a thousand.

“Run! Run!” Aditya caught hold of Rishabha’s hand and set off like a rabbit. Arrows thudded into the ground around them, and the sound of hoof beats mixed in with their own panting and pounding of their feet on the ground.

The rush of wind to his body brought home the fact that he had left his kambala behind. A sudden terror gripped Aditya.

“My khadga? Where’s my khadga? Where’s my khadga?” he shouted and then suddenly realized that he had it gripped tightly in his right hand.

Meanwhile, Rishabha seemed to be echoing him, babbling a mélange of all sorts of gibberish.

“Run, run, run, help, attack, attack, Pandi, Shilajeet!” he shouted at the top of his voice.

Behind them, dark shadows galloped in separate clumps. Groups of horsemen were attacking the camp from many different directions. Some of the attackers seemed to be making straight for them. They were still at least thirty meters away from the carts. Aditya wheeled around, sliding the sword out of the scabbard.

“We have to make a stand.”

“No! Get behind the carts, come on!” shouted Rishabha.

“Nooo, we don’t have . . .”

The moon had slipped behind the clouds and everything was covered in inky black darkness. Aditya could barely see a lone shadow galloping after them. There was only one horseman attacking them!

Only a moment, just a kshan to get it right! What had his guru told him about range? Aditya recollected and took a deep breath. He centred himself, tightening his grip on the khadga. The moon came out from behind the clouds. Attacker and prey set their sights on each other. Time seemed to stop—all of eternity hung in the balance.

“Nooo . . .!” echoed Rishabha’s voice from somewhere far away.

The horseman came charging down upon him. Aditya remained perfectly still. The bandit lunged outwards as he charged, his khadga slicing through the air towards Aditya’s head. Rishabha watched in horror from behind. Ever onwards came the khadga, and yet not a muscle moved in Aditya’s body until finally, seemingly at the very last moment, he dropped into a powerful squat. As the wicked-looking blade passed just inches above his head, he sprang up in the air and slashed at his attacker with a vicious backhanded stroke. Blade hacked into flesh and the attacker slumped in his saddle.

“Yaaa! Take that you bastard! Take that! Take that!” Rishabha’s cries punctuated by the sounds of clashing steel, now filtered into his ears. The force of the attacker’s charge had carried him forward, where Rishabha was now furiously attacking him.

Aditya sprinted up behind them, and without a moment’s hesitation, plunged his khadga forcefully into the man’s side. The sword sliced smoothly through skin and bone and organ—thick, warm blood squelched out onto the blade, and with a muffled groan, the man toppled backwards off the horsThe two friends stared at each other for a moment. Aditya’s khadga was shaking, dripping with blood, while Rishabha stood shivering with excitement. A constant stream of gibberish issued from his mouth.

“To the carts!” said Aditya. His throat was dry, and his voice hoarse. He noted with surprise that it sounded different even to him.

“Yes, yes, to the carts! To the carts! Attack, attack! Quick! To the carts!” repeated Rishabha.

***

Somewhere inside the camp, Pandi crouched behind one of the carts. Five of his soldiers bunched up behind him as he peered into the darkness with his khadga gripped tight in his hands. From what he could make out, it looked like a well-planned attack; their defenses were being probed at many different points along the perimeter.

It was standard practice for the mercenaries to sleep in their armour while travelling, and all of them had scrambled out of their sleep at a moment’s notice. They were confused, but ready.

“Stay out of range of their weapons. Try to get them to the ground,” said Pandi.

“For goodness’ sake, where are the archers?” asked someone.

Their standard procedure was for the archers to sleep, spread out all over the camp, and now there was only one archer in their group.

“Forget about the archers,” hissed Pandi, “you focus on yourself first and they’ll do what they have to.”

The single archer in the company had already strung his bow and was peering out from the side of one of the carts. The ghoulish racket, the yells, and the screams rushed onwards towards them like a storm. It seemed as if they intended to hit the carts and blow them away with the force of their onslaught.

“Here they come, boys!” shouted someone.

“Steady.”

“Steady.”

“Get them to the ground!”

Arrows were now whistling through the air, horses neighed, and someone cursed loudly from the darkness outside. The attackers were right at the gates, a crowd of silhouettes swarming about.

The force of their onslaught was dispersed by the solid carts in front of them. Yet, like a river breaching its boundaries, individual horsemen started pouring in through the numerous gaps between the carts with their terrifying battle cries.

A horse came sailing through the gap towards their left. Pandi sprang up and swung his sword in a vicious slash at the rider. The horse staggered for a moment—a deep gash spurted red bubbling fluidin its flank—but it kept going, bolting straight towards the middle of the camp.

They were in a better position for the next one. As it jumped through the gap, Pandi swung up with his sword. He had timed   it perfectly. The khadga sliced straight into the beast’s belly as it landed, impaling itself with the force of its own dash. Neighing in agony and terror, desperate to get away, the horse now fell over on its side, and went crashing down, pulling Pandi on top of itself and crushing its own rider underneath. Pandi’s sword was still stuck in the beast’s belly and even as he reached for his dagger, one of his men had already stabbed the attacker in the throat. Blood spurted out onto Pandi’s face as the man’s cries died in a gurgle of his own gore.

Pandi now wrenched his sword free and spun around. Two carts down the line, a number of horsemen had ingressed. There was no one there to stop them, and they hurtled down mid-camp, intent on spreading confusion and terror.

“Plug the gap! Plug the gap!” he shouted like a madman as he sprinted towards the spot. A number of horsemen were milling about the opening.

The moment he got there, he was beset by two of them. His feet struck a body lying on the ground—must have been killed or trampled—he thought, as he got into a fighting position to fend off his attackers. His face was still splattered with blood.

***

Meanwhile, in another section of the caravan, Shilajeet and his men had secured some of their horses. The men stood together  in a compact body—four of Pandi’s mercenaries and eighteen of the merchants. The two archers accompanying them had performed brilliantly, and overwhelmed by their stiff resistance, the attackers had left this group alone.

The terrified horses were being calmed down. Some of the men were furiously working to attach the bits and reins onto the steeds.

“Come on! We’ll get them from behind,” hissed Shilajeet.

Soon, fifteen chargers were mounted by battle-hardened men, who went out one after the other, jumping through the gaps. They would circle around the perimeter and wipe out any pockets of horsemen fighting outside.

***

Aditya crouched behind one of the carts.

“How many of them?” someone hissed in the darkness.

“Hundreds, thousands, millions . . . how would I know, man?” panted Rishabha from behind him.

Crouching in front of them were two merchants with tousled hair and groggy expressions. From everywhere came the screams of mortally wounded men, the sound of hoofbeats and khadgas clashing, but all around them was complete silence. No one spoke, and there was no sound, except for the low groans coming from somewhere nearby.

A lone horse pawed the ground and whinnied on the other side of the carts. It stood around confused, blocking the narrow opening between two carts and then dashed off into the darkness.

The four of them remained where they were, cowering in terror, trying to fathom exactly what was going on. Aditya suddenly realized that they seemed to have been left out of the fighting. What if the entire battle passed him by, while he cowered behind a cart, and others fought and killed?

From somewhere to his right, there was the sound of khadgas clanging. “This way,” he said as he moved in the direction of the noise. The others automatically followed him.

It was a surreal experience. It seemed as if within that fierce storm of action, they were in an oasis of peace. No one noticed, no one challenged them, as they half-ran, half-walked to see what was going on. Two attackers on horseback were engaging two men on the ground, who were in a desperate position, fighting back-to-back.

“Come on!” yelled Aditya as the four of them leaped upon  the horsemen.

With the arrival of these four, the tide of battle had turned. One of the horsemen swung around and leaning out of his saddle, he made a vicious swipe at Aditya. Before he could recover his balance, one of the traders had reached out and pulled him down from the horse. He was immediately dispatched to hell.

The other horseman now saw that the situation was hopeless and made a break for it. As his heart resumed its normal beat, Aditya realized that the attack was almost over.

The terrifying cries of the attackers had ceased, and had been replaced by sounds of cheering, which came from a number of different directions. Moans of the wounded and sounds of galloping horses filled the air, and the noisesof battle had almost died down. The attackers were fleeing.

Individual horsemen, who had been trapped inside the perimeter, rode round and round in confusion, trying to find an outlet. But everywhere they turned, they found the caravaneers. A few of them, who did slip through, were immediately set upon by Shilajeet and his men who were circling the carts. Others were hunted down and brutally killed inside the camp area itself.

The entire action had been sharp and swift, and the shocked caravaneers now re-grouped to take stock of the situation. It had been a costly attack. From the camp, eleven men had been killed and thirteen more were wounded. The latter were placed in the carts and nine of the bandits, who had been captured alive, were immediately strung up from the tallest tree in the vicinity. Pandi immediately ordered the caravan to pack up and move on.

***

With so many casualties, each member of the remaining group was assigned more work. There were no more sword-fighting classes or hunting excursions now, and for the next few days, the caravan moved fast, marching non-stop from morning till night. The men remained constantly alert. They were making their way towards the city of Indraprastha, where they would take a break and recuperate.

Two days later, while they were on the march, Pandi came up to Aditya.

“I heard you fought well,” he said.

Aditya smiled in embarrassment.

“How many did you kill?”

“I just killed one, Shreeman.”

Pandi smiled, “Everyone starts with one, Aditya. You did well.”

“Actually, that was with Rishabha,” said Aditya.

“It doesn’t matter. I heard you showed a lot of heart. It was your first fight and you did not panic, that’s good.”

Aditya glowed with pride at his ‘accomplishment’.

“What about the sword fighting classes? Are you missing them?” asked Pandi.

“I am,” said Aditya.

“Well, I haven’t stopped you from practicing, have I? We can’t have classes right now, but you can always practice by yourself.”

“Yes, Shreeman, I will.”

“Good, keep practicing and I promise, after we get to Indraprastha, we will start the classes again,” said Pandi.

“I will, Shreeman,” said Aditya.

They chatted for a little while and then Pandi rode off, leaving Aditya feeling on top of the world.

***

Eight days later, they reached the gates of Indraprastha. Here, the caravan stopped. Two weeks were spent in some much-needed rest and relaxation, sword-fighting classes, and hours whiled away in the madhushalas. The injured recuperated, and the goods of the dead men were sold off. The proceeds would later be sent to the widows and families of these unfortunate men.

Then, it was back to the same old routine. Once again, the caravan was on the march, and it moved relentlessly onwards, moving ever north and west across the blessed land of Bharatvarsha.

Day after day, the caravaneers prepared and loaded the animals, marched, fought, struck camp, arranged for food and water, traded and lived, loved and laughed. Camouflaged in this daily humdrum of work and life, time slipped by unnoticed.

Five months passed by. Five months, in which they made their way through the janapadas of Magadha, Panchala, Kuru, and Uttarakuru before reaching their destination—the great city of Takshashila in the Gandhara janapada.

e, falling to the ground with a dull thud.
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The Shahenshah

The merchants arriving in Takshashila could hardly have guessed that events, which would have severe consequences on their future, were being played out in the distant lands of Persia. Over a hundred yojanas away from Takshashila, in the city of Rhagae (modern Ray or Tehran, Iran), the curtains were finally coming down on one of the most dramatic chases in history.

For the last four months, the Greek army had been hot on the trail of the fleeing Persian Emperor Darius, following him from Persepolis to Isfahan to Ecbatana. For eleven days and nights, Alexander led a force handpicked for its mobility, charging northwards at furious speed from Ecbatana. They turned off the main road to try and trap the Persian Emperor, but he had vanished into thin air. With his customary indecisiveness, Darius had changed direction a number of times, keeping the Greeks guessing.

Disappointed, Alexander returned to the royal road and halted at Rhagae to allow his forces to recuperate. As the rest of his army caught up, Alexander fretted and fumed, Darius made his getaway, and the  equally riveting struggles of the common soldiers serving these monarchs continued unabated and unrecorded in history.

Just like Alexander was closing in on Darius, Private Philotas was closing in on a flock of five delicious-looking chickens in a small village outside Rhagae. They had been hidden in the tiny attic-like space under the roof of a peasant’s hut, and were now running about in the kitchen garden behind the house.

“Come on, come to me . . . come on,” panted Philotas. He had his eye on the large, healthy-looking rooster, which was strutting around nervously.

Philotas lunged at it.

“Puka-pukk-pukk-pukk-pukk-pukk-pukk!” Cries of alarm filled the air, and the entire flock immediately separated in a furious ‘whirrr’ of wings.

The rooster had run out of his reach, and now stood there, looking indignantly at him, its head bobbing up and down in a perfect fit of self-righteousness. Red-faced and panting, the balding Philotas cursed his luck as he stopped to wipe the sweat dripping off his brow. This was proving to be trickier than catching the Persian king, he thought to himself. A different approach was required.

Now, moving very slowly, he started creeping up to where the rooster was perched. It regarded him with an icy stare, and Philotas stiffened, every limb frozen in position, his mouth half-open. Finally, the rooster turned away from him, and started nervously pecking at the ground.

This was what he had been waiting for. He swooped down upon his target like thunder from a cloudless sky, diving forward like a madman . . .

. . . but alas! His hands only came upon empty air, as he went sprawling onto the ground. The rooster kicked dirt into his face, as it jumped up into the air and ran about with a furious flapping of its wings.

“What’s this tomfoolery going on here?” came the voice of that young whippersnapper who was leading their company.

“We found some chickens, Sir! Philotas is trying to catch them.”

Philotas looked up red-faced at his partner, who instead of helping him, was standing in the doorway laughing. He wiped the chicken shit that covered his hand in the dirt and got up, smoothing his hair across his bald pate.

“You idiots, have you never been on a farm before?” the lieutenant snapped as he strode into the back garden.

He had the broad, big-boned face of a country bumpkin. It was Karanos, who had recently been promoted to the rank of Lochagos, a captain of sixteen men, for his bravery in fighting against the rebels.

“Go and get me some grain,” ordered Karanos.

His  partner  rushed  to  do  his  bidding,  as  Philotas  stood shamefaced.

“You have to get them to come to you, and then you can get them easy, when they are feeding.”

The grain arrived and taking a handful, Karanos started strewing some on the ground.

“Ella, ella, ella . . .” he pronounced gutturally as the chickens came up to him pecking on the grain. He now motioned to the other two to do the same. Under his expert guidance they soon bagged the entire flock and then stepped outside with the helpless chickens dangling upside down in their hands.

Outside, twelve elderly men of the village were all lined up against the mud walls of one of the huts, while seven Greek soldiers stalked about. At a distance, stood a number of older women, some of them holding infants. The young men and women had already fled, and these were the only ones the Greeks had found. They looked properly cowed into submission.

Thirty sacks of grains, mostly wheat and barley, were dumped on the ground in front of them. There were three goats too. A house-to-house search had also turned up a quantity of dry fruits, some flour and vegetables, all of which was dumped in miscellaneous packets.

The villagers stared sullenly at the soldiers, while an ancient-looking man, who was almost entirely blind and toothless, babbled something in Persian.

“What’s he saying?” asked Karanos.

The Persian, who was acting as an interpreter, stepped forward.

“He says this is all they have, My Lord. The Persian army stripped them of everything on their way through and they don’t have anything left. Whatever providence hath bestowed, they lay upon your feet, My Lord.

“Tell him, he’s a lying son of a bitch,” said Karanos.

He knew they were lying. No one ever gave up all their food atthe very first go. He absolutely had to find more supplies—their army was in a desperate situation. All the while that they had been chasing Darius, his company had been growing smaller, as more and more soldiers deserted him, while the Greek army had been growing larger. Six thousand fresh Macedonian soldiers had joined them at Ecbatana, bringing the total count of the army to over fifity thousand men.

Only three thousand mounted soldiers were present in Rhagae, but more and more units of the main army were arriving everyday. In an area of isolated tribes, even the merchants and camp followers could no longer provide them with sufficient food.

Karanos clenched his jaw and mentally decided to do whatever was necessary. He too, was a farmer’s son, and hated to do this,  but he had no choice. His noticed the infant crying loudly in its grandmother’s arms and motioned to Philotas to grab it. As Philotas snatched it away from the woman’s arms, all the wrinkled old hags started wailing loudly. Philotas wrenched himself free from one of the old crones who had grabbed him and proudly marched up to Karanos, bearing the baby in his arms.

“Kill it,” Karanos motioned towards the wee bairn.

Philotas was bouncing the tot around in his arms and patting its back.

“Me, Sir?” he looked at it doubtfully.

The baby had large brown eyes, and sparse hair on its oversized head. It was bawling its heart out and could not have been more than a year old.

“Oh, damn you,” Karanos went up to the old man who seemed to be the leader of the group and caught him by the hair. The man immediately dropped to his knees and started babbling in Persian. He reached out to touch Karanos’s feet but was dead before he could even touch them. In one smooth movement, Karanos had whipped out his The headless body crashed to the ground, as warm, red blood spurted out of the stump that was a neck, and ran down the bare earth in tiny rivulets. The wailing and breast-beating increased ten-fold, as one of the women ran forward and collapsed on the body, slapping her own chest and crying out loudly. With a look of distaste, Karanos stepped out of the pool of blood.

Holding his sword against the toddler’s belly, he turned to the interpreter with a desperate look in his eyes.

“Now, you tell them that unless they tell me where the rest of their food is, I will really kill this baby. By the gods, I swear it!”

The Persian gave him a look of pure, unalloyed hatred, and translated what he had just said. There were the few tense seconds of a stand-off, till finally, one of the villagers caved in. In a whimper, he told them about the stocks of grain they had buried in the fields behind the village.

Karanos let the infant go.

***

The horsemen were loosely strung out over the vast, rolling plains to the north-east of Rhagae. More than two-and-a-half thousand in number, they rode with great intent and purpose, kicking up a huge cloud of dust that followed them everywhere.

They were in the heart of the Central Persian Plateau—miles and miles of  undulating  grasslands  alternating  with the dust-coloured up-and-down landscape of the arid regions. Here could be found the huge, treeless, brown hills, which seemed to rise up seemingly from nowhere, as also the shocking green of the fields that would suddenly come into view, when going over a crest. Far away in the distance, stood the Alborz mountain range, from where the snow-covered peaks of Mount Damavand, the mythological symbol of Persia’s sovereignty, looked down grimly upon the intruders.

They were the Greeks. Just two days earlier, they had received some extremely valuable news. There had been a mutiny in the Persian camp, and Darius had been arrested by his own officers. Alexander had immediately set out from Rhagae on receiving the news, and they had been riding almost non-stop since then.

After two days spent in the saddle, resting only in the afternoon heat, Demetrios was now, nauseous and giddy. His heavy bronze cuirass was cutting into his shoulders and under his helmet, his hair clung to his scalp, damp with sweat. He was getting too old for this sort of thing, he thought to himself, as he noted the sweat rolling off the back of his horse.

“Hey, you got any water?” It was the old General Coenus, shouting as usual.

Demetrios grinned and shook his head. His goatskin had  been empty since afternoon, he realized, as he licked his parched lips.

Tired and hungry, Demetrios now employed a trick that had helped him many times in the past. He lost himself in reverie and tuned out completely from the hardships of the present. The amber hues of a Macedonian evening filtered softly into his mind and he was once again back in his homeland, his heart bursting with pride at the full fields of barley that swayed gently in the wind. In one scene, he chased his youngest daughter through the golden-coloured terrain, as she giggled hysterically, while in another, he saw his wife waiting for him after dinner, sitting at the table—her dark eyes shining in the light of the lamps. In his dreams, she always looked as young and as beautiful, as she had been on their marriage day.

Lost in these thoughts, Demetrios was smiling to himself, when shouts and whoops at the head of the procession brought him abruptly back to the present. They had found the Persian camp!

As Alexander accompanied the scouts, Demetrios followed, pushing his way through the crowds. There, in the shadow of the large, rocky bluff were the unmistakable signs of a camp—holes for the tent pegs, heaps of ashes and timber and scraps of food. The entire group came to a standstill, as Alexander conferred with his closest advisors.

The news now spread by word of mouth—the Persians had camped here only yesterday. As soon as he heard of this, Demetrios slipped away to get his reserve horse ready and to relieve himself.

Just as he had anticipated, Alexander insisted on immediately following the Persians, and when the announcement for fit men with fresh horses was made, Demetrios was fresh and among the first to volunteer.

Six hundred horsemen now set off again in a mad dash through the night. Ahead of them, stretched the vast, arid salt desert known as the Dasht-i-Kavir. Pebbles and white powdery sand crunched softly underfoot, while great hills of sand rose almost forty meters into the air, shimmering a ghostly grey in the moonlight. The temperature dropped sharply through the night, but nothing was going to stop Alexander. He had smelled blood.

They rode forty miles of this alkaline waste between dusk and dawn that night, and at last, as the morning sun began to heat the rocks, a convoy of carts could be seen in the green distance. The prey was finally within sight, and with the handful of horsemen who had managed to keep up with him, Alexander again charged forward.

Demetrios was right up there with him, keeping ahead, as they finally caught up with their target. A long procession of almost thirty carts was lined up by the road, seemingly abandoned. Demetrios rode up to secure the head of the procession, and to guard  against any surprise attacks, but the soldiers seemed to have fled.

Near the head, a fat, hairy man standing by one of the carts started wailing in fear.

“Peace, Peace . . .” Demetrios shouted to him in Persian.

“Peace,” the man shouted back and then launched into a  rapid babble of heavy-duty Persian that the Greek could not understand. The man was clearly terrified.

“Hello, hello, hello . . .” he said in the invaders’ tongue, as he reached out to touch Demetrios’s feet.

“Hey Aristemos, search that cart and get this man away from me,” he shouted out to one of his soldiers.

“Hello, hello, hello . . .”

Inside the cart were his wife and young daughter. It was evidently a merchant’s cart, and the man had been travelling with the Persians, selling them his wares.

Demetrios left this drama behind to go and check on the other carts. Each of the vehicles were now being strip-searched, but apart from servants and camp followers, there was no one else in the group. Unknown to them, the Persians had been thrown into chaos, on seeing the cloud of dust following them, and everyone who was important had escaped.

Messengers were now dispatched back as the contents of the carts were established. There was quite a store of Persian coins, and a large quantity of silver, along with various personal items of the King. But Darius was nowhere to be found. Alexander was beside himself with rage, and was arguing with Hephaeston and Cleitus. Darius had once again, given them the slip.

The soldiers milled about, collecting booty from the carts. Demetrios now excused himself. He had done his duty. The sun was high in the heavens, and he remembered that he hadn’t had   a drop of water since last evening. They must find a village or a well nearby, or the heat of the day would probably roast them alive, he thought to himself, as he slowly led his horse off the road. He headed towards a small patch of greenery in the distance, reasoning that it must contain a water source nearby. It was a vast grove of cypress trees, and it was here, at the edge of the grove, that he saw the solitary mud-daubed wagon, abandoned by its team.

Curious, he went up to have a look inside, and was shocked  out of his wits. There, bound up in the golden chains that signified royalty, lay Darius, the Persian Shahenshah, the King of kings, dying by the side of a road. He had been stabbed by his own men.

Wild with happiness, Demetrios dashed off to find Alexander.

***

The grounds outside the fortress were packed with men. A multitude of heads dotted the surrounding mounds and hillocks, and there was not a helmet, a shield, or a sarissa to be seen. Every conceivable vantage point was taken. There were men up on trees, while still others peered down from the ramparts of the fort. A relaxed, celebratory mood prevailed, and good-humoured banter flew easily among the assembled men.

For the last three days, the Greek army was camped at Hecatompylos, or ‘the city of a hundred gates’. They were mourning the death of Alexander’s brother-in-law, Alexander of Epirus, but the mood was far from sombre. Their campaign of revenge against Persia was over. Darius was dead and his empire conquered. There were rumours that most of them would soon be returning home, covered in gold and glory. Indeed, a large number of Greek allied soldiers had been let go just a few weeks earlier, with their agreed-upon wages, plus a handsome cash  payout,  and  all  the  booty and souvenirs they could carry. Many of them had re-enlisted as private adventurers lured by the prospect of a bonus that would  be three times what the voluntary retirees had received. The camp was brimming with fresh contingents of just-arrived Macedonians, as well as regiments newly raised from the tribes of Asia. It was a happy, confident army that was assembled there.

Everyone’s eyes were glued to the gigantic doorway of the main citadel. They were waiting for their beloved King Alexander. A light breeze blew through the shrubs dotting the land, as the men talked and cheered.

Presently, the roar of a thousand voices arose from inside the fort, and as more and more euphoric cries took up the refrain, it swelled like an unstoppable tidal wave of sound that reverberated across the surrounding hillocks. The doors of the inner citadel had opened, and Alexander could be seen coming out, accompanied by his bodyguards and officers. He was wearing his ram’s horn helmet and white scale armour that stood out against the glossy black coat of his favourite horse, the massive stallion Bucephalus. The white plumes on his helmet fluttered in the wind, as the horse trotted through the crowds, powerfully and fluidly moving towards the small platform that had been set up at the base of the fortress.

Wave after wave of cheering broke out, even as Alexander ascended the platform and appealed to the soldiers to stop. Necks craned to view the King, for the world conqueror was a very short man. He took off his helmet and his curly blonde hair fell in rings over his face. His face was as usual, tilted upwards at an angle, and he grinned widely, as he waited for the applause to die down.

The men quietened down, and Alexander began.

“Can there be anyone more blessed by the gods than me, who has been given the chance to lead this invincible army?” Immediately, he had to stop, for the men were shouting his name.

“I ask you, can there be anyone more blessed than me who got the chance to lead such mighty and fearless men?” he paused. “By the gods, there cannot be a luckier man than me. I lead YOU who have repeatedly defeated armies that were ten times larger; YOU, whose courage overcame all odds every single time; YOU, whose sarissas have destroyed the hordes of barbarians who charged against us.

The tyrant Darius himself is now dead. No longer will a Persian emperor dare to meddle in the affairs of the Greek states. No longer will a Xerxes be able to touch the pillar of democracy and learning, known as Athens. Do you ever wonder how you could win repeatedly against these innumerable hordes thrown against you? You won; we won because the gods themselves favour our cause. You have repeatedly beaten bigger foes, because you fought for truth and justice, while the hordes of Darius were merely slaves, fighting unwillingly for a master they despised.

The generations to come, will envy you and wish they had been born in this time, for it is you—you men—who have rid the world of tyranny and evil forever. It is you men who have brought freedom and learning to Persia. Who in this world can stand before you? O free men of Greece, who can withstand your might?”

Again, the audience erupted into thunderous rapture. A man had who had broken through the cordon of soldiers, could be seen running towards the platform on which Alexander stood. Even as his bodyguards stiffened, Alexander now leaned down and clasped the hands of this common soldier. The men went wild all over again. This was why they loved him.

“O free men of Greece, none has the stomach to stand against you! The entire world is there for your taking. To the east lies Indika and beyond it, the great wide ocean. You have the unique opportunity to conquer the entire world and travel to the ends of the earth. Only the god Heracles—my ancestor has ever conquered Indika. Now that you have humbled the tyranny of Persia, even the gods look upon you to spread the light of freedom and culture to the barbarians of the east.”

The noise died down and a low murmur began among the crowds, as the men digested this new turn of events. Alexander paused for a bit before continuing.

“No Greek before you, has ever come this far. Never before in the history of the world, has such a feat been accomplished. Indika lies weak and divided. Indika, with its innumerable treasures of gold and silver, promises to cover you in wealth and eternal glory. It is there for the taking and I ask you today, will not my soldiers come with their King to do what has never been done before?”

There was a long pause and then, like the swell on the sea, came the answering roar of the crowd, “Lead us; lead us O’ Alexander lead us wherever you will!”


sword and sliced the old man’s head off.
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The Labourers

In Persia, Alexander was making extravagant promises  of  changing  the  world,  while  back  in Takshashila, Aditya’s world had already changed. Again!

With the arrival at their destination, the compact known as the caravan came to an end, and the party split up. Utter strangers, who had shared the perils and hardships of the journey, now swore oaths of eternal friendship and parted ways with promises of keeping in touch.

Where were the nights he had  spent  lying  awake, dreaming of revenge? Where were the days, spent marching from dawn to dusk? Whither the arguments with Rishabha, or the countless delightful conversations with Devika? Like water held in one’s hand, time had slipped away unnoticed, and a new phase of life had begun.

Everyone carried on with their own lives. Devika and her father Brihadratha simply disappeared. Aditya’s friend Drishta, the unlucky trader, had finally made a handsome profit and left almost immediately for Bharukaccha, looking for opportunities to invest his new-found wealth. Pandi and Shilajeet started taking sword-fighting lessons for the nobles of Takshashila, as they waited for the next caravan to  be organized. The men whiled away their time in the taverns and whorehouses, and took on whatever work came their way.

Only Aditya was at a  loose  end.  He  had  been  promised  two hundred panas, as well as a job on arrival, but on reaching Takshashila, he found that Navinda’s cousin Mahinda was away, travelling on business. With nothing else to fall back on, Aditya decided to throw in his lot with his friend Rishabha, and the two of them moved into an abandoned, broken-down hut by the side of a vast rubbish heap outside the walls of the city. With only twenty panas between the two of them, and no prospect of getting a good job, the two friends soon found themselves confronting the twin demons of hunger and poverty.

***

It was mid-day—the sun was directly overhead and Takshashila’s grains market was pulsating with life and activity. The narrow lanes of this section of the city were filled with mud and grime. Ox-carts and donkeys, laden with sacks of grain, jostled for space, and a lively commotion filled the air. Pedestrians gingerly picked their way through this chaos, as huge bandicoots dodged around their feet. An excruciating sultriness hung in the air.

Business was in full flow. Carts were being loaded at a number of places and goods were being exchanged between godowns. Dirty-looking labourers, their gaunt bodies bent almost double under the weight of the sacks on their backs, side-stepped and staggered through the crowds with their cries of ‘Coming through! Coming through!”

A skinny young porter, his face caked in grime, stumbled upon a stone and staggered onto the path of a young merchant and his fashionably-dressed wife, almost crashing into them.

The lady shrieked and drew back in disgust. The very thought of having to brush against this smelly, dirty, ghoul revolted her. Dirt and chaff covered his entire body, sweat dripped off his forehead, and his legs were caked in mud.

“You trash! How dare you? Move! Move! Out of the way!” the gentleman jumped upon the porter and struck him again and again with a stout stick that he carried.

The young boy, for the porter was actually still a teenager, staggered backwards under the blows. The supple muscles of his arms were stretched taut, as he somehow controlled the weight on his back and prevented it from falling over.

It was Aditya.

He felt like throwing the bag down and beating this man with his own stick. His eyes burnt with rage, but the young lady’s disgusted expression crushed his spirit. Besides, he had been carrying these back-breaking loads all day long, his legs were trembling under him, and he simply wanted to collapse.

In a daze, he mumbled his apologies, and was summarily pushed out of the way.

***

Poverty not only physically debases a man, but also crushes his spirit by stripping away at his dignity. Aditya could go to sleep hungry, but could not swallow the humiliation he felt when something upset his sense of self-respect. He jealously guarded his honour and for this reason, consistently refused offers of money from Pandi. He did not want charity and had simply disappeared when Pandi started getting too insistent.

However, this did not protect him from the million petty humiliations he had to face everyday. The look of disgust on that lady’s face stayed with him for days. Later, back in their broken-down hut, Aditya recounted his experience to Rishabha, who reasoned it out with him.

“We are not humans to them, Aditya. We are animals. They brush past us everyday, but they don’t see us. They need us for their services, but otherwise, we are only an eyesore to them, befouling the air with our slums, disturbing their delicate constitutions with our smelly, unwashed bodies. I suspect that if all the poor of this city vapourized tomorrow, the rich would be happy,” said Rishabha.

“I just need one good break, Rishabha and I will show these . . .” Aditya ground his teeth in frustration.

“I am not talking about you and me, Aditya. I am talking about the system. Today or tomorrow, this system has to go. No society can be strong as long as parts of its population are kept in poverty and backwardness. It’s a chain, and the chain will only be as powerful as its weakest link. Either the system changes, or such a society will inevitably be subjugated by other stronger societies, where everyone is united because each one is treated fairly,” said Rishabha.

“Oh . . . enough of your nonsense! God, is this man a genius or an idiot? Our bellies are empty and he talks of changing society,” Aditya shuddered in mock indignation.

“What did you say? Say it to my face, you scoundrel!”

The two of them talked late into the night, for it is difficult to sleep on an empty stomach. Not knowing Gandhar, the only jobs they could get were those of daily wage labourers, and that meant going to sleep hungry.

***

A few days later, when Aditya and Rishabha returned home, they found a visitor waiting for them. It was Pandi. How he had found their hut, they did not know, but he had somehow tracked them down. He pounced upon them the moment they got there.

“What the hell have you chicklets been up to? Playing at being grown-ups, are we? I told you to meet me Aditya, Why did you disappear? What are you trying to prove?”

He regarded their tattered clothes and dirty faces with suspicion.

“What about you, Rishabha? I thought you were going to join the university—what is all this about?”

Rishabha hung his head in shame. The truth was, he dared not approach the acharyas looking like a tramp, and was waiting to save up so he could present himself properly.

“And you, Aditya? Why didn’t you at least let me know what you were doing? Don’t you want to learn the khadga?”

Aditya avoided Pandi’s eyes. In every way, he was an adult now, an equal of every other worker in the caravan and yet, he could not shake off the hold that Pandi had over him. Was it fear of the man who had once chucked him into water, or was it respect for the teacher who had taught him so much? All he knew deep within was that he could never say ‘no’ to Pandi, not to his face. That was the reason he had disappeared. He could never explain to Pandi that he felt humiliated with his constant ‘givin“If you don’t use the khadga regularly, it rusts. Now where have you two been working?” Pandi asked. It was obvious from their torn clothes that they were working as manual labourers.

“At the grains market, Shreeman,” said Aditya.

Pandi could scarcely believe himself. The same kid, who had once refused to go and work as a rower, was now voluntarily working as a daily-wage labourer. Who would have believed it?

He stared at their tattered clothes and the broken-down hut they were living in. A hint of a smile played on his lips, and there was both bemusement as well as respect in his tone when he spoke next.

“Okay, it’s getting late now, and I need to eat. You two are sharing a meal with me. Come on,” he said.

Aditya’s face betrayed his embarrassment and confusion, but Pandi was having none of it. He broke into a wide smile, as he strode up to them and held them both by their arms, dragging them along.

“Oh, you idiots! Come with me, I am your guru and you dare not refuse me anything,” he said.

They made their way to a tavern where Pandi treated them lavishly. Over dinner, he gave Aditya the news that Mahinda had arrived back in Takshashila, and they were to go and meet him the next day.

***

The very next day, Aditya found himself in possession of both a job, as well as a sum of two hundred panas.

The first thing he did with the money, was to buy a new set of gentlemen’s clothes, which Rishabha then wore for his interview with Acharya Shalya. Life, that ever-changing tragicomedy, now came full circle and within a short span of one week, their circumstances had completely changed. Aditya got a full-time job and Rishabha made it into Acharya Shalya’s gurukul. He also bagged the part-time job that he had hoped for.

With money coming in, the two friends now needed a place  to stay inside the city. They finally settled in the eastern part of the city, the heart-and-soul of Takshashila. Here, amidst the narrow, winding lanes, unplanned houses crowding in on each other, chaotic markets, temples, and overcrowded taverns, lived that vast conglomeration of humanity that made Takshashila what it was. It was a uniquely cosmopolitan place with the Ashvakas from Kapisa, rubbing shoulders with young Dravida students, and monks from far away Cina.

One of the most overpopulated and colourful localities in this part of the city was the area known simply as the students’ quarter. This was where most of the young students studying in Takshashila University lived, for rents were cheap and many services easily available. The very air in this part of the city was full of the energy and enthusiasm of youth. Passionate arguments concerning the future of the nation were carried out at food stalls, a million different dreams of youthful ambition were conjured  up inside cramped rooms,  and the poets dreamt their impossible dreams in the taverns and whorehouses that dotted this part of the city. A host of luminaries had walked through these lanes and some of the brightest minds of their generation still lived here. A kautuhalshala, the most reputed one in Takshashila, played host to heated debates and arguments that piqued the curiosity of students and laymen alike.

It was here that Aditya and Rishabha found their home, in a large double-storied building made of burnt brick. It had twenty rooms in total, all of them occupied by students.


g’, and that was why he had disappeared.
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Radha

It was early evening and business in Takshashila’s merchants’  quarter  was  coming  to  a  close.  The frenetic pace of the day had slackened, faces were relaxed, and the parna and food stalls were crowded with eager, expectant customers. Traditionally, this was the time of day when traders visited each other’s offices and godowns, sat down over snacks and drinks, and exchanged leads and gossip.

It was at this time, when the crush of people in the lanes outside had eased up, that a gaudily-decked carriage, adorned with garlands of various flowers, made its way down cobbler’s street and stopped right in front of Ekahastin’s dry fruit shop. A rather striking-looking individual emerged from the vehicle, and strode into the alleyway opposite the establishment.

He was an enormously fat man. Dressed in typical Takshashilan fashion, he was wearing a shiny white cotton tunic, a turban twisted fashionably around his top knot, and expensive leather sandals on his feet. This was Naval Setthi, one of the biggest merchants  in  Gandhara.  Copious  bundles  of  fat  bunched up at his sides, and his belly rolled about, as he made his way to the unremarkable-looking building, which occupied the entire right side of the alley.

It was a godown. A narrow, wooden staircase on the outside, led to the upper floor where a warren of small rooms stood next to each other, along the corridor. The man went directly up to the staircase and called out, “Oho, Mahinda, mine host, where are you?”

He had come to Mahinda’s godown-cum-office, and had already been spotted. A number of people crowded together at the top of the landing, looking down at him.

“Oh, Mahinda, my brother, what are you doing up there?” asked the fat man in mock surprise. An expression of idiotic good humour animated his face, and through his sparse beard (which had been dyed a shocking red), his cheeks glistened with life and mischief. Yet, the small, sharp eyes betrayed the cunning and ruthlessness for which he was famous throughout Takshashila.

“Waiting for you, Setthi—come on up!” called his host from upstairs.

The setthi now waddled his way upstairs, and took Mahinda’s hands in his own. He was beaming with delight, and his whole attitude was like that of a mother looking upon her most favourite son.

“So?” he said.

“Setthi, I have been waiting for so long, wondering when you will drop by—as usual you are late, Shreeman,” said Buntender.

His guest now stepped back and patted his huge belly with a self-satisfied grin.

“The Seth,

who is never late,

has no importance,

no weight . . .”

recited the jovial man to everyone around, and then burst  into loud guffaws.

Everyone laughed. Aditya stood amongst the crowd, observing this man carefully as he had been instructed to. For a princely sum of ten panas a week, he was now working for Mahinda’s trading company, a vast, well-established concern that dealt in such diverse items as cotton and silk, textiles, jewellery, as well as high-quality swords made of wootz steel, which were exported and horses, which were imported into India.

Mahindacalled him out, “Setthi, meet my new assistant, Aditya. He is learning the ropes right now, but soon, you might have to deal with him, rather than me.”

“This little fellow?” The Setthi caught hold of Aditya by the shoulders and studied him carefully. His pudgy fingers clawed into Aditya’s skin.

“So, you think you can trade—do you have the stomach for it?” he asked.

Aditya nodded.

“Uh-huh, you do, eh? Okay then! Sell me something. Quick, I want five hundred top-quality swords of wootz steel. Can you quote me a price? Can you?”

For a fat man, the Setthi’s grip was surprisingly strong. Despite his jolly demeanour, there was something intimidating about his cold, hard eyes.

“Come on son, do you have it in you to sell? Do you have the guts? I’ll buy, just quote me a price and prove to me that I can come to you for a deal—come on!”

Aditya squirmed and looked at Mahinda. This was obviously  a challenge; the setthi was testing him in some way. Was he just probing to see if they had wootz swords? Mahinda had told him about the possible war in Avanti janapada. If that happened, prices of khadgas were expected to rise and anyone who held those stocks, would make a killing.

He smiled and returned the setthi’s level gaze.

“We don’t have any stocks of wootz, Shreeman,” he lied as he glanced at Mahinda. If his boss did indeed want to sell right now, he could always say his assistant had made a mistake.

From behind the setthi’s enormous body, Mahinda nodded imperceptibly at him. He had done the right thing.

“Come on, Setthi leave him alone. He’s still learning, let him be,” said Mahinda.

“Hmm . . . you seem to be learning fast Aditya,” said the setthi with a gleam in his eyes, “but you still have to prove to me that I can come to you for deals.”

“Come Setthi, step into the gaddi,” said Mahinda.

The setthi released Aditya, patted him on the back, and followed Mahindainto a small room, which had a huge mattress covered with a clean white sheet, and a writing desk on the side. This was Mahinda’s gaddi—the seat from which all his business was conducted. Servants and workers now ran to fetch bowls of the finest wine, as Mahinda and Naval Setthi sat down on the mattress.

On a raised platform, towards the back of the room, sat Aditya, seemingly busy at another writing desk. In fact, he had been asked to observe the conversation closely. This was a part of his ‘training’.

For a long time, the two traders exchanged mutual expressions of affection, and general news about the markets.

“How come you never sold me any of your horses, you rogue? I heard you got a big order from some Panchala party, eh?”

“Whoever told you that O Setthi? Oh, it’s hard to keep anything from you,” said Mahinda, evincing mock surprise.

Finally, after a lot of beating about the bush, Setthi finally came to the point.

“You will not believe the killing I made on ivory combs brother. They are selling like hot cakes.”

“Really? Magadhan combs?” asked Mahinda.

“Yup, the latest styles—high quality stuff, my friend. In fact, I still have a few left,” said the setthi as he took out a sample from a bundle tied to his waist.

“See, look at the craftsmanship, my friend- with these fancy engravings even the monks are going crazy about them,” he said.

Mahinda turned it over in his hands and nodded.

“This is pretty good. How much are you selling it for?” he asked in an off-handed fashion.

“For you brother I’ll sell it at cost price if you want it. I was saving some for the Bahlika market but if you want it, take it.”

“Hmmm, I don’t know Setthi, what’s the price?”

“Forget the price my brother, would I ever make money off you? Come on, if you like it, it’s yours.”

Mahinda shook his head.

“I don’t know if I could sell this stuff, Setthi. You know there’s cheap stuff from Kuru Panchala flooding the markets these days,” aNaval Setthi took the comb and put it back in the pouch.

“Too bad then. I was only giving it as a personal favour. You know, these are the only ivory combs in the market right now,” he said.

“Look Setthi, for you, I would give the skin off my back but you know things are a bit tight right now. I could buy the combs, but I can’t offer more than one pana-a-piece for this right now.”

“What? One pana-a-piece for genuine Magadhan ivory? That’s ridiculous! Do you want my wife and children to come onto the roads? Come on Shreeman!” Naval Setthi seemed furious

From his place at the writing desk, Aditya smiled as he watched the familiar dance unfolding before him.

Such meetings were a regular feature in Mahinda’s gaddi. Local and foreign traders often dropped in to discuss deals, or swap information, and Aditya observed—as they all sat  in  the  shop over bowls of drinks, spoke in strange accents and professed their brotherhood and respect for one another—all the while engaging  in cut-throat negotiations to try and squeeze the last few gold coins out of each other.

This was the nebulous realm of international trade and commerce, and sometimes, it felt as if he had been thrown headlong into it. The vast spider-like networks of contacts extending across the land, the unceasing flow of goods and money, the daily exchange of information and the guessing, speculating, and gambling, constitute a parallel universe that often exists in the shadows of our normal, everyday lives. Contacts are sacred here, verbal agreements inviolate, and information is the source of both power and wealth.

For Aditya, this was a brave new world. Everything was strange and unfamiliar, and he threw himself into mastering the nitty-gritties of this life. Apart from the intricacies of trading, Aditya was also taking classes in Kharoshti, the standard script of the north-western regions of India. He now showed more determination in learning the new language than he had ever displayed, when he was being taught the Brahmi of his native Magadha. It was almost as if the old, irresponsible Aditya had died and a new, reborn Aditya was taking his first baby steps.

***

Time flew by. Aditya and Rishabha were so busy trying to establish themselves in their respective fields, that they would sometimes not see each other for days. Rishabha often worked at the  agraharas in lieu of gurudakshina till late into the night, and then walked all the way back home in the last prahar of the day. Aditya would often sleep over at the storehouse when important work was to be done.

Interspersed in this frenetic period, were some moments of quiet repose, days when both friends were free, and would spend their time telling each other about the new and fascinating aspects of their lives. Such moments, few and far between, were imbued by a sense of mellow joyousness. The busier their lives got, the more valuable did these moments of rest seem. They delighted in each other’s company, and their friendship grew several folds.

On the professional front, Aditya was rapidly finding his feet. By now, he had learnt that one of the biggest tasks of a trader, was to constantly talk to all his contacts, to exchange information and to keep tabs on market sentiments. Information was valuable, and even when no deals were struck, the market around them, was buzzing all the time. Their trading company had a well-established network of offices and contacts in most of the bigger janapadas in India, as well as abroad, and a continual stream of messages went back and forth between these distant nodes. Decisions to buy or sell, would often be based on the valuable inputs contained in such messages.

Over time, his job became better defined, as he was given charge of looking after the logistics. On most days, he sat in the storehouses overseeing and recording deliveries being given to customers. At other times, he worked to arrange men and materials for Mahinda’s caravans or supplies, and for other caravans passing through the city. In this way, he met new people and learnt new things all the time.

He was also growing in  proficiency with the khadga. Pandi  was still in Takshashila, waiting for an important commission to commence and Aditya would go over to meet him in the evenings and nights that he was free. He would often join in Pandi’s sword-fighting classes. He had fallen in love with the khadga so much that he would even practice after he got back home at night, often ignoring hunger and fatigue. This obsession had long since, overstepped the boundaries of mere interest; what it had become, could be called gluttony and he eagerly devoured every bit of instruction offered  by Pandi.

Their relationship had come full circle. Aditya realized how much Pandi had helped him grow, and was deeply thankful for   it. Animosity was replaced by a deep respect both for the man as well as the master. For his part, Pandi considered Aditya to be his most talented student. Only in Aditya, did he see a reflection of the deep ecstasy and oneness that he himself felt when fighting with the khadga, and he tried to communicate and pass on everything he knew to Aditya.

On many nights, they sat together for long hours after classes, as Pandi tried to explain the spiritual and psychological side of this art. According to Pandi, sword-fighting was a microcosm of all that was good and honourable in life and the philosophy of the fight was the philosophy of life itself. The values that one developed during fighting were the ones that would stand a person in good stead all his life, while the values and ethics that were important in life were always to be applied in the fight.

Aditya lapped it all up. There were only a few weeks left before Pandi’s departure, and he was determined to spend as much time with his guru as possible.

***

“Well then, are you ready or not?” asked Aditya.

It was the last day in Takshashila for Pandi and his men, and a night of feasting and drinking had been organized. Aditya was raring to go.

“Wait . . . let me change,” said Rishabha.

“Hmm . . . okay, but be ready by the time I get back,” said Aditya as he picked up the garbage in the cane basket and rushed out of the room. Within moments, he was back with the empty basket in his hands.

“Where did you drop it?” asked Rishabha.

“In the lane behind. No one saw me,” Aditya said with a grin.

“We could have walked to the soakage pit.”

“We don’t have time, my friend. Now do you want to get going or not?”

“Okay, let’s hit it, brother,” said Rishabha, pulling Aditya along.

Outside, it was still bright, but they had to hurry, for the party was likely to leave for the taverns as soon as the sun set.

As they emerged onto the street, someone called out from behind, “Hey you, hey—”

They turned around to see what the commotion was about, and a young woman came running up to them.

“You—you dumped a load of garbage on the street. I saw you!” she said, pointing towards Aditya.

“What?”

“Aren’t you ashamed of yourself?” she said, all in one go, breathless from the running.

Aditya considered the question and decided that no, he wasn’t ashamed of himself. Meanwhile, another young man came running up.

“Radha, stop!” he panted.

Rishabha recognized him at once. It was Nala, who was also in Acharya Shalya’s class.

“Is she—?”

“She’s my sister,” interjected Nala. He looked embarrassed.

“Don’t  you  know  that  these  stupid  habits  of  yours spread diseases in the city? Don’t you know what soakage pits are for?”

Aditya  stared  at her  in  alarm.  She wasn’t bad-looking  at  all, but there was something spare and no-nonsense about her entire personality. She was wearing  a  simple  cotton  saree,  her  hair  was pinned back in a bun, and her language, and gestures were direct and confident. Thin, fair, and bony, she was one of those girls, whose figure as well as comportment could be said to be tomboyish.

“Looks like one of those university liberals. Just say sorry,” whispered Rishabha.

Aditya stared at her. He noted with some surprise, the  sword hanging by her waist.

“Okay, calm down! Calm down. Now where did you dump the garbage?” This was Nala who had stepped between the two. He seemed to be quite used to these types of situations.

“Look, she must have seen wrong. I didn’t dump garbage anywhere,” said Aditya.

“How dare you? I saw you with my own eyes,” said the girl.

“Must be something wrong with your eyes then,” he replied coolly, noting with satisfaction, that her face was reddening. It was amazing, how red some girls could get!

“Come on, Rishabha,” he said and turned around.

“Hey, you—” said the girl from behind him, but Aditya was already on his way.

He had barely taken two steps, when he felt the sharp tip of a khadga pushing into the small of his back. She had drawn a sword on him.

“You will have to pick it up and throw it in the soakage pit,” she said.

“What? Are you crazy?” exclaimed Rishabha when he realized what had happened.

Now Aditya was truly irritated. Whirling around, he faced her and then slapping the side of the sword away with his hand, he stepped forward, reaching out to grab her wrist. But the girl had moved back and was out of reach. The sword was again, level with his chest.

Aditya thought of drawing his sword, but quickly realized it was a foolish idea. He didn’t want to look stupid, duelling with a girl.

“Put it back,” Nala wrested the sword from her hand.

Meanwhile, a crowd had gathered around them. Many known faces milled around to see what this was all about. Some no-good loiterers now pitched in.

“Give it to him sister!”

“What’s going on?” another busybody was now ready to make someone else’s fight his own.

She had created quite a scene, that too in his  neighbourhood. Aditya gritted his teeth.

“Nothing is going on. Clear off,” said Rishabha, grabbing Aditya by the arms. He whispered to him, “We are getting late. Just do what she’s saying.” Turning around, he said to Radha, “We’ll clear the garbage, okay?”

Rishabha led the way to the alley behind their house, while Nala admonished Radha and Aditya quietly followed. The crowd slowly dispersed, though with some resentment at the show having been cut short.

Rishabha explained that they were in a hurry and Nala apologized for his sister’s impetuous behaviour. Both Nala and Radha helped them gather the garbage and take it to the pit.

This was how Aditya first met Radha, on the day of Pandi’s departure from Takshashila.
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Tanku’s Dhaba

Three months later, Aditya completed his first independent  deal,  selling  five  lots  of  textiles to  Naval  Setthi.  He  also  earned  himself  a   tidy commission—all of eighty panas.

Eighty panas, what could he not do with all this money? The possibilities were endless. Aditya smiled at strangers on the way home, and basked in  the warm glow of security and affluence. Once home, he immediately lay down and started counting his money all over again. He felt like the King of the World.

What should he do with all this money? How should he spend it? Should he save it so he could buy a horse and become a gentleman? Should he use it to buy a gift for Pandi, when he returned? And he definitely had to buy something for Navinda bhaiyya who had helped him so much.

His thoughts drifted back to earlier times. If his brother had been alive, he would surely have surprised him with lots of gifts. His brother would never have guessed that he, Aditya, was doing so well at work. How delighted, how proud he would have been! If only they had known what was going to happen.

He was still brooding when Rishabha came in.

“Oye, did you get it?”

“Yes.”

“Ohhh, look at that . . .” Rishabha now gloated over the coins, “eighty panas . . . we’re rich, baby!”

“We are rich?? Since when did you come into the picture, my friend?”

“Of course my son,  we are rich. Now that you are earning, just think how smoothly our household will run. We can have peacock meat, cakes of dry fruit, and madhu to drink everyday. I could give up my job and sit on my ass, and study whatever I want, while you earn for both of us. Oh, thank you God, thank you!”

Aditya couldn’t help himself. A smile broke through, at his friend’s antics.

“Well, come on then, let’s go. I can’t wait to blow up your money.”

“Neither can I brother! Neither can I!”

“Haha, lead on then. Let’s go to Tanku’s dhaba.”

Tanku’s dhaba was the regular hangout for Rishabha and his friends, a street-side stall that was an institution among the students of Takshashila University. The cheap madhu served here was usually sub-par, while the quality of snacks varied from being completely inedible to being fit for the gods themselves, all depending upon the proprietor’s mood. But it wasn’t the food or the drinks that made this place so popular. What the eatery was chiefly famous for, was the personality of the proprietor, the man who put the ‘Tanku’ in Tanku’s dhaba.

He was an elf of a man—bald, thin, and knock-kneed; his dark, scrawny legs poked out from under a remarkably dirty-looking lungi and he was made up in equal parts of malice, humour, and cantankerousness. It was said that he was over a hundred and thirty  years  old,  and  alumni  going  back  generations  swore that he had looked exactly the same when they themselves had been fresh-faced students at the university. To top it all, the old man  had strong political opinions, and was known to charge at paying customers with a bamboo stick, and drive them away if he did not care for their views. At the same time, he was liberal with credit to the students he liked, even when he knew they had no intention of paying him back. The man was a complete contradiction. He would shut down his stall without notice, and lie for days inside  his shack, drunk with bhang, and at other times would keep food and milk warm through the nights when he knew the students were studying late.

What they chiefly delighted in, however, was his conversations. He would eavesdrop on his customers and generously offer his opinions in the crudest of Prakrits, liberally peppered with the most obscene, inventive oaths heard by mankind. Then, just when everyone was rolling in laughter at the absurdity and colourfulness of his language, he would again surprise them by quoting from some of the most refined and rare Sanskrit  shlokas to underline the point he was making.

In short, he was a complete oddball and the students loved him. Tanku was one of the first things you talked about, if you had ever been a student at Takshashila, and met one of your fellow classmates after many years.

“Aah . . . my gang of gangly gandharvas, my boiled bhaturas—what can I do for you today?” he announced grandly when he  saw the duo arrive. Then he turned towards Rishabha, “Welcome, welcome philosophizer,” and facing Aditya, he let loose the choicest abuses.

Rishabha gave the smelly old man a tight hug and lifted him off the ground.

“You are getting heavier, Tanku. What are you eating these days?”

“And you, with the face of an elephant’s ass—you are getting weaker and weaker, all because of your bad habits,” said Tanku.

To Aditya, he mouthed, “And you, looter, thug, bandit—what do you want? Have you come to sell me some exotic item that I have no need of? How about some exquisite silk from Bharukachcha to hang across the doorway of my shack along with a charming little foreign lantern? I hear they are more refined than our Gandharan ones? When are you going to get me one of those?”

Tanku, though a shopkeeper himself, thoroughly despised the merchant class.

“Oh come, my beloved, give us some of your best madhu. See my rich friend here, he has just got his first commission—and it is a princely sum,” said Rishabha.

“Ah, hahahaha . . . the merchant is treating? The dick of a dumb donkey! This boy has his brains in his ass and because he sits on it all day in his merchant’s office, it gets no blood circulation. His brain is now completely shut off!” He strode off to fetch the drinks, and then cackled, “As a merchant, this boy is a fool, and a fool can never be a good merchant.”

Aditya flinched. He had never been able to get close to Tanku, the way Rishabha had. Every time Tanku saw him, he would needle him or say something provocative. Aditya had no idea why.

“Sir, it is a happy occasion for us, and I am in no mood to get angry. I would appreciate it if you would let us have some of your excellent madhu,” he said.

Rishabha caught hold of his wrist and guffawed, “Arre, the old man’s gone senile. Just ignore him.”

“Aha,” the old man came over with two big vessels full of the beverage, and then suddenly switched over to Sanskrit,

“Bodharo mastargrastah,

Prabhavah samyadushita,

Abodhopahatashrachanye

Jirdmarge subhashitam.”

(Learned men are jealous, masters laugh at me. Others do not understand, thus knowledge remains within this old body.)

Tanku grinned his elf grin at Aditya, as he handed them the vessels, “Well, my little chickens,  karagre vasati Lakshmi (the power/wealth is in your hands). Drink up!”

They got drunk out of their minds with cup after cup of Tanku’s evil-smelling, low-quality brew. It was like heaven.

“Tell you what? We need to eat,” Aditya said.

“Ah, Your Honour, you are right. You are absolutely right.  We need to eat. You need to eat. It’s a very healthy habit to eat,” Rishabha nodded “Yes, it is, my friend. Let’s eat now, and we will continue drinking again later.”

“Aah, yes eat. It’s a very healthy habit, Your Honour,” and Rishabha started shaking his head again. “In fact, it’s so healthy that I make sure to eat everyday. Tonight, I’ll drown myself, me thinks.”

“You have drowned yourself enough. Let’s eat something,  or tomorrow will be hell,” said Aditya.

Rishabha now clutched his forehead and suddenly became very sombre.

“Ooooh, you are right. You are right!” he grasped Aditya’s arm, “Truly, you are the only real friend I have. In reality, you are my brother. Who else will worry about me so much?” He slipped into a reverie, “I am already very drunk and tomorrow, there will surely be a problem. That’s tough . . . what should we do?”

“I suggest eating,” said Aditya with a big grin.

“Oh, eat, eat, brilliant,” he slurred and slapped Aditya on the thigh, “Aditya, my brother, you are brilliant!”

“Okay, you clown,” said Aditya finally, pulling him by the arm, “Come, let’s go to the street of lights and stuff ourselves with peacock meat.”

“Peacock meat? Oh, Prince of Pataliputra, you are a millionaire! It is so good to be friends with a millionaire. Lead on, Prince—I will go anywhere you say!”

“Oh, street of lights! My friend is a millionaire,” Rishabha announced to the half dozen other students sitting at the dhaba.

Everyone was laughing at his antics. They went over to the street of lights, so named, because even in the middle of the night, it shone as bright as day. Countless lamps ran all along the street and throngs of people descended upon this place every night. Penniless students rubbed shoulders with prosperous merchants and travellers from far-off lands, who walked past pimps and prostitutes in its lanes and by-lanes. The main street was lined with taverns and eating houses, that remained open all night.

The place was so full of hustle and bustle, that one felt alive the moment one turned into the lane. Aditya and Rishabha pushed their way through the crowds to an establishment called ‘Yajman,’ which happened to be a great favourite with the students of the city, mainly because it was the cheapest place along the entire street. This was the place they would come to, when they had to give a big treat. It was famous for its curried peacock meat, a dish that Aditya particularly favoured. Rishabha, however, was adamant about deer meat and finally, they ended up ordering both.

They were still waiting for the food to arrive, when a pair of hands slapped them hard on their backs. It was the magical twins from Vanga, Budhaditya and Bodhisattva.

“Oye, Prince of Pataliputra,” said Budhaditya.

“Tail of a donkey,” said Bodhisattva

“Idiots, what are you two clowns doing here?” shouted Rishabha

“What are  you two doing here?” repeated Budhaditya, who had come over to embrace Aditya.

The twins were studying with Rishabha. Within a short period of time, they had become good friends.

“Bodhi?” asked Aditya.

Budhaditya punched him.

“No, you idiot. I am Budha.”

“Oh, hahahaha . . .”

They not only looked alike, but were even dressed in the same clothes—a trick they often liked to pull. For someone who didn’t know them well, it was hard to tell them apart.

“We are having peacock and deer. Join us,” said Rishabha.

“Join you? Arre, but that is our duty!” said Bodhi.

Buddha held up one hand, “Stop! First answer my question: who is paying for the deer and peacock?” he asked.

“Aah, you’re drunk, aren’t you?” exclaimed Bodhi with delight, as he slid in beside Rishabha.

“Not at all, I have only just begun. But I do aim at getting significantly drunk. It is my friend’s treat,” said Rishabha, pointing towards Aditya.

“Really? For what?” said one and turned on Aditya.

“You’re treating? What for?” repeated the other, as he  grasped Aditya by the shoulder.

“Yes, my friend is a millionaire, didn’t you know? He’s treating all of us.”

“I just got a commission on my first deal. Why don’t you join us?”

As  a  matter  of  fact,  the  twins  had  already  joined  them.

“He is definitely drunk,” said Bodhi, shaking a finger at Rishabha.

“We’ve been drinking,” said Aditya, stating the obvious.  “We just got here from Tanku’s.”

“Oh, like crazy, since evening. By the way, did I tell you our friend is a millionaire?”

“Really, then we must order some ksheer as well, shouldn’t we Buddha?”

“Oh, absolutely!”

“Come on, Rishabha. Tell me how much is this?” Bodhi held up four fingers.

“Two,” said Rishabha immediately, even though he could  see quite clearly.

Being drunk and happy is one thing, but running into friends unexpectedly, while in such a state, is a pleasure that is impossible to describe. They were all in high spirits. The twins grinned with delight as Rishabha played the fool, and Aditya looked on, amused. They were almost through with the feast, when someone came up with a new idea.

“Hey, I’ll tell you what. Let’s go and wake up Sameera. He lives nearby, doesn’t he?” suggested someone.

“Oh, yes—let’s do it. He’ll have to get up early tomorrow for wrestling practice. We won’t let him sleep.”

Sameera was another close friend. He was hardly ever in the classes and spent most of his time either wrestling, or pulling pranks on others.

“I’ll tell you what—remember the day when he threw eggs at Acharya Suyodhana’s house? We’ll turn the tables on him, we’ll throw eggs at his house.”

“He’ll get furious!”

“His landlord will kick him out!”

“He’ll go crazy!”

“Let’s drag him out of his house in the middle of the night.”

“Where will we get eggs?”

“Oh, leave it to me. I will get them.”

“Oh, yes let’s. Come on.”

“Baba, if he starts fighting, you only control him.”

“Oh, yes.”

“Nonsense, we are four of us. We’ll handle him.”

Rishabha called out to the owner for eggs and vegetables, Aditya paid with a flourish worthy of a king and they set off. Armed with a deadly arsenal of swan’s eggs and rotten cabbage, they tottered unsteadily to their feet, and then pushed their way through the milling crowds.

They made their way through the silent and dark streets, got confused and whispered excitedly among themselves, till someone shouted at them. With loud oaths, they set off again, through the narrow winding streets till they were finally standing in front of Sameera’s house.

Here again, they stood conferring for sometime, giggling and whispering excitedly.

“That’s the wall.”

“Let’s chuck them into the courtyard. It’ll be a mess… just imagine the look on his face when he steps out tomorrow.”

Buddha immediately took up on the suggestion.

“Oye, Sameera!”

He took an egg and launched it straight into the house.

“That one’s gone in,” noted Rishabha solemnly.

They listened for sounds. All was quiet.

“Oh come on! Let’s get him.”

The  others  joined  in  with  gusto  and  soon,  the  entire  lane resounded with their cries. They were out to create a ruckus.

“Sameera you dog,” shouted Buddha and as if exhausted with the flinging of this insult, he slowly sank down to the ground.

“Come on out, you idiot,” shouted Bodhi.

“Come out if you dare, come out and face me!” shouted Rishabha.

“Oye Licchavi!”

“If you have drunk your mother’s milk, come out and face me . . .”

“Hahahaha . . .”

It was at this moment, just as the entire party had dissolved into a wild, hysterical fit of laughter, that they heard hoofbeats coming from behind them. Someone was riding at full tilt through the narrow lanes in the middle of the night.

Buddha, who was sitting right on the ground, scarcely had time to get up before a horse came careening out into the lane from behind him and knocked him out of the way, even as the rest of them looked on in horror.

Two more horses came galloping up, and then stopped behind the first one. Bodhi gave a cry of horror and went running to his brother’s side. Buddha appeared to be in pain and was bleeding from his nose. The rider of the first horse now got down to inspect the damage, but instead of running to Buddha he was calming his horse. He was a well-built handsome young man wearing the clothes of a rich aristocrat. After patting his horse on the neck, he looked back towards the brothers with a look of pure hatred.

“You dog. Do you know how much this steed is worth?” he ran at Buddha as if to kick him.

Buddha was groaning in pain, and Bodhi got up to stop this man. Rishabha who had been almost immobile till now, rushed between them.

“Who are you calling a dog? Dog yourself! How dare you ride a horse so fast in these narrow lanes?” said Rishabha as he caught this man by the shoulders.

“Phast? Phast? Where are you from, you foreign filth?” said  the other and with a shrug of his shoulders, he freed himself from Rishabha’s grip. His companions now got down and surrounded Rishabha.

“You beggars, you come to Takshashila and now you will teach us the rules? I think we should teach these fellows a lesson. What say?” said Sumukha, addressing his own friends now.

“Lesson? You want to teach us a lesson? Just who do you think you are, eh? I’ll show you a lesson . . .”

In a flash, the young man had punched him in the face, straight on the nose. White, blinding stars exploded in front of Rishabha’s eyes and he lost his balance. Already heavily drunk, he passed out in an instant.

The three horse riders now jumped upon Bodhi and Aditya. The whole action was short and brutal. Buddha couldn’t get up, for he was in pain and he watched helplessly, as the three of them beat his friends to a pulp. Aditya was heavily drunk, and even though  he threw his punches and tried to headbutt one of them, he was  no match for the skill of the first horse rider. He was punched repeatedly, as he put up the most resistance, and finally, he too sank to the ground, curled up in a ball, as the three assailants stood over him, kicking him from all sides.

Finally, they turned their fury towards Rishabha, who had dared to talk back at them. The first rider grabbed Rishabha by his hair, and dragged him along the ground, before rubbing his face into the dirt and kicking him repeatedly. Aditya was curled up on the ground, his body wracked by pain. The beating he had received made him vomit convulsively, again and again into the dirt and he could only watch helplessly, as his friend was subjected to such indignities. Thankfully for him, however, Rishabha had passed out and was totally unaware of what was happening. The first rider kept up a steady stream of oaths and insults.

“Dirty little beggars, you think you can come to my city and threaten me? Fuckin’ Buddhists, think you can convert and then look me in the eye? I’ll show you . . .”

He was suddenly interrupted.

“What’s going on?”

It was Sameera. He had been out visiting a friend, and had just got back when he saw some people fighting right in front of his house.

“Sameera,” groaned Buddha “What happened?”

The first rider now came up. The man now drew his sword  and placed it on Sameera’s neck. Sameera recognized him. It was Sumukha.

“I have just taught your friends a lesson. Stay out of it, if you know what’s good for you.”

Sameera kept quiet.

“If I ever come across these dirty beggars again, I promise I will break every bone in their body and throw them into the Tamra Nala. You better tell them that.”

He turned on his heel—all three of them mounted their horses, and were soon gone. Sameera ran to administer to his friends. Buddha was groaning in pain, Rishabha and Bodhi had passed out, while Aditya, who was still conscious, had been badly bruised and battered. He would have to get them all attended to. It was going to be a long night for him.

with his face buried in a kullad of madhu.
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Thoughts of Revenge

The next day, the bruised and battered group of friends met at Tanku’s dhaba and there was only one thing on their minds—revenge!

Sameera, who knew their aggressor through his wrestling contacts, told them about Sumukha—scion of one of the most powerful families in Takshashila, rich beyond imagination and a champion horseman, wrestler and sword-fighter to boot.

Tanku filled them in on the rest—he told them about Sumukha’s family, the noble house of the Vardhanas, second only to the royal family in power and influence, and the leader of the extremist faction at court. He told them about Sumukha himself, how the Buddhists and the commoners of the city hated and feared him, how he had once flogged two of his servants to death, and beaten up a bunch of monks for disturbing his sleep. He told them of how Sumukha had won the Vasant Utsav races, three years in a row, brushing aside all challengers year after year, and how he was a darling of the aristocracy due to these exploits. Finally, he suggested an idea of how to humble this man—by defeating him in the horse race held every year on Vasant Utsav day.

According to Tanku, grinding his arrogance into the dust by defeating him in front of the assembled crowds of nobles and commoners was the only way they could realistically get back at him.

Rishabha, who had seen Aditya’s expertise with horses, immediately suggested his name as a contender in the race, but Aditya refused. His friends pleaded but to no avail. Aditya’s stubbornness about it led Rishabha to blow up. It was the first of many fights between the two friends and roommates.

***

Radha was waiting by the staircase when Aditya got home. Since their first tempestuous meeting, both Nala and Radha had become firm friends and Radha, being a student of chikitsa shastra, had somehow insinuated herself into their lives as a caregiver. Now, in the days following their ‘accident’, she had firmly taken charge of their treatment.

Aditya winced on seeing her. Even before she opened her mouth, he knew that she would scold him. The pain and puffiness in his right eye suddenly seemed to flare up. He let out a piteous moan. 

This pre-emptive bit of wretchedness successfully halted the expletives that were about to issue from her tongue, and instead, turned them into expressions of concern.

“What happened?” asked Radha.

“It hurts, aaah!” Aditya gingerly felt his right eye, which was swollen. He still couldn’t open it completely.

“A thousand times I have told you not to go gallivanting all over town before your wound has healed, but such simple logic is just beyond you, isn’t it?” she said, and then suddenly burst out, “and where’s the other good-for-nothing?”

“What? Rishabha isn’t here?”

“No. Why can’t you guys just rest for a few days?”

“Aaah . . .” he moaned.

“Useless fellow! Anyway, come I need to dress it.” She had a strip of cloth, and a small stone bowl with herbal ointment in it.

Aditya led the way as they went up the stairs. Since she was studying medicine, her authority could not be challenged, but it was this bossy attitude of hers that always made him feel like pulling her leg.

“I think that paste has made my eye worse,” said Aditya as he entered the room.

“Look—let the one who has a brain use it. Don’t tax yourself okay? You are already quite weak; now lie down.”

Aditya glared at her with his one good eye, but Radha ignored him, as she pushed him down and proceeded to wash out the bruised area with warm water.

“Now see, it’s drying up. Another five to six days, and it should be much better.”

“I think my eye would have healed on its own anyway.”

“Oh yeah? Remember when you were whimpering in pain, and this helped soothe it? Now look, this is a special paste of papaya and arnica herbs. It will help the wound dry up faster. So, lie back and let me do my work.”

She spoke soothingly this time, and Aditya resigned himself to his fate. Truth be told, it felt good to be pampered and treated like a child, but he would rather have died than admit it to Radha.

“You know, I have always wondered what will happen, once you graduate and start practicing medicine yourself.” 

“Why?” she asked.

“Well, I sometimes feel that even if your wonderful hands  work their magic, your tongue will surely put paid to some of your patients. You know, the more sensitive poet-type people like me.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” she said with a stern face. The woman really did not seem to have a sense of humour.

He was now feeling relaxed and his mind went back to what had happened at Tanku’s dhaba.

“You know I fought with Rishabha. You must help me cool him down.”

“Uff, you are one sample and he is another. When will you two grow up? What is it this time?”

Aditya recounted the conversation at Tanku’s. Rishabha wanted him to take part in the race and challenge Sumukha, but Aditya saw no point in it. His friend was just being childish. They were still discussing it when Rishaha stormed in.

“Hi,” he said to Radha.

“So?” he said to Aditya.

“So,” repeated Aditya with a smile.

“Saale, idiot, oaf, rascal, wretch,” he too slowly started smiling as he continued cursing, “well I hope you have had another thought about it.”

“O Shreeman! First you lie down. Let me dress your wounds and then you can fight. Come,” coaxed Radha.

Rishabha took off his kayabandh and flung his sword on the ground. Since the ‘accident,’ he had taken to carrying his sword everywhere.

“Come, let me wash out your wounds. You know you should stay at home for a few days. Your wounds are much worse than Aditya’s.”

“Hmm . . .”

“Is it still hurting?” she asked as she washed out his face.

“Aahhmmgrrumf . . .” muttered Rishabha.

“Why did you have to go out? Why can’t you two rest for a few days?” asked Radha.

“Hummpph, it was important,” Rishabha now half-rose and turned to Aditya. “We really need you Aditya, come on yaar.”

“Lie down,” Radha pushed him back into position.

“We went to see the horse that Tanku had mentioned. It’s a horrible bony old beast. That Tanku I tell you, he’s crazy!”

“That’s why I told you not to listen to crackpots like Tanku. So it wasn’t good?” asked Aditya.

“No . . . But Bodhi said he could get his hands on a good horse. Oh, I am sure we will arrange a horse but without you we are lost. We need you man, none of us is as good as you,” said Rishabha as he turned around again to face Aditya.

“You know, even if by some miracle we get a good horse, what purpose will it serve to beat that guy?” asked Aditya.

Rishabha instantly sprang up and turned to Radha, “Did you hear that? Why don’t you tell him something? He’s behaving like a—”

“You know you should lie still for sometime instead of jumping about like a monkey,” said Radha.

“Why don’t you say somethinRadha put away the cloth and prepared to apply the herbal paste on his face.

“Lie still,” she positioned his head so that his right side, which had many wounds, faced her, “Don’t move . . .”

“Hummfgrummmb . . . aaaaaah . . . okay.”

“I think Aditya is right. You will just create a powerful enemy if you try to take revenge, and ultimately, that’s all you want to do. You are only trying to satisfy your ego, that’s all.”

“Oh! So you are taking his side now? And why should we sit quietly? Are we such cowards?”

“The question is not whether you should sit quietly, but whether you can do anything other than sit quietly. He is very powerful in Takshashila and you, Aditya, all of us, we are nobodies. I am not saying don’t take revenge, but that you should wait for a time when you are stronger, and in a better position,” said Radha.

“Ohh, to hell with you! That time will never come. Don’t you see that the biggest blow we can give to this person, is to defeat him publicly? And Aditya can do it. Besides, he is a villain and you know how he treats outsiders and Buddhists and Jains. Every time he wins this race, his power and prestige only grow. Don’t you see, it is our duty to reduce his hateful influence? Don’t you see that Radha?”

“If you look at it that way, you are right. Someone should stop such a person, but why should that someone be you? You are not even from Takshashila. Why are you getting entangled in this?” asked Radha.

Rishabha now sat up, inspite of Radha’s protests.

“So, we are not from Takshashila, so we have no moral responsibility, is it? Can’t you see what’s happening here? It’s not only about him beating us or flogging his servants. Today he beats up, his servants or fights with monks, and you keep quiet because you think it’s not your affair, but remember this, tomorrow when he acts against Magadhans or foreign students—then who will save you? Everyone else will also think it does not bother them and they will keep quiet. Don’t you see? This is not about you and me, it is about tyranny.”

“Oh come on, so you actually think . . .” said Aditya.

“ Not talking to you,” butted in Rishabha before Aditya could complete his statement. He folded his arms over his chest, and turned his back towards Aditya.

“But this is not . . .”

“Not talking!”

“Oh, don’t be a . . .”

“ Not talking.”

Aditya started smiling.

“Okay, look.”

“ Not. . .”

“Arre, listen Baba! Listen—I have been thinking and I realize that if you feel so strongly about it, then I’ll race just because you think so, okay?” said Aditya.

“You will?” Rishabha had jumped up now, “I knew it.”

Radha shook her head in exasperation.

“Wait wait, I didn’t say that. All I said was that we have ten months left for Vasant Utsav, so why don’t we take some time and think about it? If, after two months you still feel strongly about this, I promise that I will train and I will race, okay?” offered Aditya.

“Oh, I knew it, I knew it,” said Rishabha. He jumped up and hugged Aditya now.

“Okay, okay . . . we’ll need a good horse though.”

“You don’t worry about anything my brother. For you, I will arrange a horse from heaven itself, don’t worry,” said Rishabha confidently.

Finally, it was Radha who had the last word.

“You know, you two are idiots. But really, among the best idiots I know.”


g? You know this is wrong, don’t you?”
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Charaka

Time is the most elastic of concepts. When one is desperately waiting for a situation to  change, even a day can seem like a month, while at other times, entire years slip by unnoticed. As Aditya and Rishabha settled back into their regular routines, time flew by quickly, and before long, the two months that they had decided upon, were over. Rishabha had cooled down and as Aditya had calculated, he was able to talk his friend out of the idea of participating in the race.

Life carried on as usual. Aditya and Rishabha remained the best of friends, Tanku’s dhaba remained their favourite haunt and the circle of friends grew even closer with each passing day. Radha lost no opportunity to criticize the two, and yet insisted on joining the boys in their activities. The twins often fought with everyone else and then sulked for days, Sameera continued to pull practical jokes and they all had frequent disagreements. In other words, the river of life flowed smoothly onwards, without a single ripple disturbing its calm surface.

There was one exception though, for it was during this time that Aditya and Rishabha first made the acquaintance of the strange and eccentric character called Charaka.

It happened on a day when Rishabha was alone at home. Aditya had gone off to work and the other occupants of the building, almost all of them students, were also away. Rishabha was bunking. It was a scorching hot afternoon, the entire building was empty and shut up inside his small, dingy room he found that he could not sleep.

After pacing up and down inside the room, he went down to the courtyard downstairs and was just drawing water from the well when it happened. A distinct loud boom followed by the loud clanging  of vessels. Then, the house went back to the drowsy stillness of   a summer afternoon. For a moment, Rishabha wondered if it was just his imagination, till presently he heard the sound of someone coughing, followed by a multitudeof other sounds. There was no mistaking it; the sounds were coming from the corner room of the ground floor, a mysterious room that was the subject of much discussion among the other occupants of the building.

Nobody knew who lived there for the door was almost always locked from the inside. Whoever it was did not step out for days on end; nor did they ever receive any visitors. Rishabha had never seen those doors open but now, with sounds of activity coming from inside, his curiosity was piqued. He tiptoed up to the door, and stuck his ear against it.

Sounds of coughing came from inside. Vessels clanged. Then, thick black smoke started seeping out from beneath the door, and the coughing became louder and more insistent. The room was on fire!

There was no time to waste. Rishabha immediately jumped back and flung himself against the door. That was exactly when it opened.

Rishabha’s shoulder slammed into nothing and carried on by the momentum, he stumbled headlong into the room—his foot struck something underneath—and the next thing he knew, he was sprawled out on the mud floor. The entire room was filled with acrid black smoke; someone was coughing without a stop and right in front of his face, was a large copper plate from which the strange black smoke continued to billow out in copious quantities.

He got up considerably embarrassed, and started rubbing his shin, for he had hit something on the way in. Framed against the doorway, was a mysterious silhouette that was peering back at him.

“Who are you Shreeman?” it asked in a voice that quavered with uncertainty. Rishabha limped his way outside still clutching his shin and saw a tall, thin, owl-like person looking at him. He was extraordinarily bony and very fair. His nose protruded outwards in an extravagant curve and big, beady eyes stared at Rishabha in astonishment.

“Me? I thought there was a fire here. What’s going on?” Rishabha saw that this was another young man, in all probability, a student.

“Oh . . . haha—” the young man burst out into a soft, rapid burst of laughter, and gave him a toothy, good-humoured grin, “Fire? No, no, no . . . that was one of the experiments. See, it’s a success!” he looked unabashed and delighted as he pointed to the copper urn which was still smoking away.

“Prayog? Experiment? Well, you are the one who lives here, right?” said Rishabha

“Yes, and you?” he was extremely soft-spoken and seemed quite shy.

“We also live here, me and my roommate. On the first floor, but I’ve never seen you before. What do you do?”

“Oh, I am a student. I study medicine with Acharya Paritosha.”

“Really! Don’t you have classes at this time?”

“Class? Oh no. No, no, no. I am working on developing my own system of holistic healing and working on my book, I am trying to write another Veda on human health and well-being. It’s taking a lot of time and if I go to class, I end up spending my entire day, so I study at home.”

The whole conversation was terribly confusing. Rishabha once again peered into the room and now saw that it was scattered all over with with palm leaf documents and numerous utensils and vessels normally used for cooking. A writing desk stood in one corner, and the whole place gave off a strange, pungent smell.

“So you want to write another Veda?” Rishabha tried again. “A fifth Veda?”

“Yes, I mean, I am only formulating and developing my theories right now, but if I finish my book, I will call it Ayurveda—the fifth Veda.” There was a strange, intense look on the man’s face and he seemed totally serious when he said it.

Rishabha did not know what to make of it all.

“Well, my name’s Rishabha—I’m from Magadha. It’s great meeting you,” he said.

“Oh,  my  name  is  Charaka,  I’m  very  pleased  to  meet  you, Shreeman,” said the strange, owlish fellow.

“Oh, Charaka! Well come out sometime to our room. Almost everyone in this building is a student. Why don’t you come over and meet us sometime?”

“Sure, sure . . . oh, yes actually you know, I do need your help,” said Charaka.

“My help? Sure . . . tell me!”

“Show me your tongue.”

“What?”

“Tongue,” and Charaka stuckout his own tongue to demonstrate. “Aaaaa . . . like this.”

Rishabha did as instructed. He was growing surer by the minute, that this man was completely batty.

Charaka started mumbling to himself, making vague, dissatisfied noises.

“That won’t do . . . no, no good at all,” he was talking to himself.

“What? What do you mean?”

“No, no . . . that won’t do. It won’t do at all,” Charaka  shook his head and frowned.

“What do you mean not good? What happened? Is there something wrong with me?” Rishabha asked.

“But you are healthy! Internally, you are completely healthy,” said Charaka, dissatisfied.

“I am? Oh, thank god!”

“Yes, you are healthy. Can’t do anything with you! Sorry! Don’t you know anyone here who is sick? I need to study actual cases.”

“Oh . . .” Rishabha considered. He was not very sure about Charaka’s sanity and didn’t want to assign any of his friends to  him. Then he remembered Nala and decided that introducing that crushing bore and bundle of sincerity to this mad doctor might provide some laugh“Actually I do know someone. I will send him to you as soon as possible. Okay?”

“Oh, great, great. Thank you so much. Is he ill?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, very good, very good. Send me anyone you know is ill, anyone who is very ill. Even better if they are almost dying,” said Charaka, flashing another toothy grin.

That was how Rishabha first met Charaka. The magic of youth and the novelty of genius worked their alchemy once again and very soon, Charaka too, was a part of the collection of oddballs that comprised Aditya’s and Rishabha’s circle of friends.


s and improve the health of everyone else.
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Chanakya

Rishabha hurried home early, as classes had been cancelled. It was the day of the big debate featuring two of the brightest minds in Takshashila—Acharya Chanakya and Acharya Sahlivan. The streets were deserted, businesses had shut down early, and crowds of people jammed together at the few eateries that were open. A sense of barely restrained excitement hung in the air.

When Rishabha got back, he found Aditya cooking in the courtyard.

“Oye,” he shouted, “You got leave?”

“Mahinda forced me,” laughed Aditya.

“Well you’re coming, right? Then get ready,” said Rishabha as he went up to the well and started drawing water to wash his face.

“I’m ready and waiting.  You get ready,” said Aditya.

Rishabha now patted his face with the cloth on his shoulder.

“What? You’re going like this?”

“What’s wrong with this?”

“This is horrible . . . there’ll be girls there.”




“Let them—this is good enough for them!” snorted Aditya. He carried the pot of  khichdi up the stairs as Rishabha followed him to their room.

“Well, at least wear a turban. If not your own, then think of my reputation at least,” badgered Rishabha.

“Oh, leave me alone.”

Rishabha was wearing the only silk turban he owned, a particularly eye-catching, bright yellow one. He set it at a rakish angle on his head, smoothed his dhoti, and then with all arrangements made,  he started hustling Aditya out of the room. They flew down the stairs and almost collided into Charaka who was waiting for them at the bottom. It had been three weeks since they had first met  him, and they were fast friends now. Charaka gave them a toothy grin, apologized profusely, and then demanded to see their tongues. With formalities out of the way, the party proceeded towards its destination—the Takshashila University kautuhalshala.

By the time they arrived, the place was packed and humming with noise. It was an enormous multi-pillared hall, constructed in a rectangular shape with a sunken podium at the centre. The podium was surrounded by rows of declining stairwells, meant for the audience. People had already crammed into every available space: there was a charged and excited mix of students and professors, gentlemen and shopkeepers, merchants, soldiers, and administrators.

As the four made their way down through the audience, someone called out Rishabha’s name. Sitting just two levels above them to their right were the twins, waving their arms in exact synchronicity, as they called out in the very same voice.

“Rishabha, over here,” shouted Buddha.

“Over here, Rishabha,” shouted Bodhi as he moved over, energetically patting the space to his right.

They made their way over, and two pairs of the same face grinned up at them.

“We support Chanakya . . .” said one.

“Who do you support?” asked the other.

Excited discussion followed. Charaka was welcomed and they all squeezed into the little space available. Presently, drums were beaten, signifying the start of the evening’s programme. A reverential hush descended on the entire assembly and people leaned forward as the two Acharyas walked in, along with other men of learning from Takshashila. The twins were almost jumping in their seats in excitement, as Rishabha pointed out Acharya Sahlivan and Acharya Chanakya to Aditya.

The debate soon got underway. While Acharya Sahlivan was calm and composed, and expounded his brand of unruffled logic, Acharya Chanakya made a direct appeal to emotions and used his demagoguery to whip the crowds into a frenzy.

Aditya too, followed the debate with keen interest. Acharya Chanakya’s main thesis was, that it was the constant strife and war mongering among different  ganarajyas that was responsible for the pointless loss of many lives, and the increasing tolls and taxes that were required to finance such wars. He blamed the ganarajya system for being particularly prone to internal strife and dissension, and pointed out that it was the ambitions of the various warlords that led to spiralling corruption across the land. He advocated the political unification of Bharatvarsha under one powerful ruler to bring an end to internal strife, and usher in a period of peace and stability.

But according to Acharya Sahlivan, the best chance for a just State was one built on the model of local self-governance. The ganarajya model was flawed, for it entrusted political and administrative power into the hands of only one clan or a confederacy, whereas, the solution was for every citizen of a region to hold an equal stake in the administration.

He vigorously attacked Acharya Chanakya’s emotional pleas for a united Bharatvarsha. The ruling class of a united Bharat might be ten times more powerful than the current rulers. Then who or what would keep them in check if they turned even more exploitative, power hungry, and greedy? What would tie their interests to those of  the  common  man?  Who  could  guarantee  that  the infighting between warlords and ganarajyas would not be replaced by civil war or fighting between different self-serving cliques within the same government?

This was essentially what it all boiled down to, thought Aditya to himself. No doubt the current problems of corruption and injustice throughout Aryavarta were because of the existing system of ganarajyas. However, what was the guarantee that these problems would disappear in a united nation?

Yet, most of the people in the audience seemed to be solidly behind Acharya Chanakya’s ideas. His impassioned appeals relating to the commonality of culture, philosophy and ideals had struck a chord among the highly cosmopolitan audience. The students in particular loved it. They were from all corners of Jambudweepa and having lived, studied, loved and formed friendships in Takshashila, the idea of a united Bharatvarsha appealed directly to their emotions. Thunderous bursts of applause greeted each of Acharya Chanakya’s points and it was clear that he was winning the debate.

Sitting in the audience, Aditya scanned through the faces all around the podium. Here and there, in the audience were people, who seemed to be extremely moved by the speech. This is the one commonality we have in all of Jambudweepa, he thought to himself—whether students of Takshashila or common Buddhist followers of Magadha, we are primarily emotional people. Get us excited, charge up our feelings, and you can get us to do anything, whether it is killing my brother without knowing any facts or hoodwinking large sections of the population on a regular basis in the name of pride, religion, and patriotism. Lost in such thoughts, Aditya was idly surveying the audience when his eyes came to rest on a familiar long, thin, bald head adorned with an incongruously bushy, well-oiled moustache.

It was Brihadratha, the merchant. A stylish young lady sat stiff and perfectly poised next to him. Her head was cocked to one side, curls falling over the forehead and the face, a picture of concentration. With a start, Aditya realised that it was Devika. How much she had changed! When he had last seen her, she was no more than a girl and yet by some mysterious alchemy, she had now become a beautiful, fashionably turned out lady.

What was it that had changed? Aditya studied her intently; that expression of lively absorption with one fingertip on her lip, the trademark curls falling over her face and the slight hint of a dimple on her left cheek. She looked utterly poised, and at the same timeHe was still studying her when she looked up and stared straight into his eyes. She had felt his gaze and reciprocated. Their eyes locked and then slowly, very slowly, she smiled.

Something heaved inside Aditya. Those eyes held him and that one look suggested an intimacy from beyond this birth. Her smile intoxicated him and warmth flooded into the deepest recesses of his soul. A feeling of unexplained delight took over. How much time passed in this manner, he did not know, but suddenly it was all over.

She looked back down. For the rest of the evening, he kept staring at her, but when the debate ended she vanished into the crowds, and he could not find a trace of either father or daughter.


, seemed to be completely unselfconscious.
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Devika’s Home

Over the next few days, Aditya remained  restless and agitated. Devika was on his mind. That gaze of a few, fleeting moments, across a crowded hall, had seemed to carry an intimacy that had bound their souls together in sacred union and now, without her, he could not find a moment’s rest. He could neither concentrate at work, nor laugh at Rishabha’s jokes. A single thought consumed him—he must see her again.

Aditya started asking around, for thanks to his work in the storehouses, he knew almost all the big trading parties in Takshashila, and was on first name terms with the fixers and movers who made up that world. He soon found out everything about the merchant Brihadratha, who traded exclusively in textiles from Magadha. Two days later, with Brihadratha and Devika’s address in his hands, he set off to find his beloved.

She lived in Nava Takshashila, the sprawling complex of neatly laid out identical looking houses that had come up on the other side of the Tamra Nala river, an area that Aditya was not too familiar with.

The massive Takshashila stupa was located there, next to the riverbank, and it dominated the entire area around it. Right next to it was an elevated temple and the vast expanse of greenery known as the Takshashila udyaan. These gardens, which were maintained by the State, were very popular with the residents. Wrestlers exercised here early in the mornings, serious looking scholars and good-for nothing students hung around during the day, lovers created their own private spaces in its leafy recesses during the afternoons, and the whole place turned into a promenade in the evenings, as the young and fashionable, men and women of Takshashila strolled up and down. On the other side of the udyaan were rows upon rows of teachers’ cottages, the gurukuls, which together made up Takshashila University.

Way beyond the gurukuls and the udyaan lay the wide lanes  and spanking new buildings of New Takshashila. It was a place  of calm and order, far removed from the chaos and congestion of the students’ quarter. The noveau riche, the merchants, and middle ranking officers of the administration occupied these houses and Aditya noted with surprise, the absence of squatters and vendors along its lanes.

It took a little bit of asking around, but he soon found his objective—a two-storey mud brick house located at the meeting point of two by-lanes. It was a typical Indian building, built around a central courtyard, with all windows and openings facing the courtyard, rather than the street. A vast peepal tree grew at an angle just outside the entrance. The high boundary wall behind it gleamed a dull brown in the sunlight, and with no windows in front of him, Aditya settled in to wait.

Evening gave way to dusk.

The last of the sun’s rays slowly faded away.

The land came alive with the twitter of birds, and lamps were being lit inside the house. Light filtered out from the main entrance and he fancied he saw some movement. The peepal leaves caught the diffused, pale light coming from the house and gleamed softly in the darkness. Once or twice, the sounds of excited conversation mixed in with the pleasant notes of a woman’s laughter, floated down to him. He strained his ears to understand what was being said, but the words were indistinct.

Three servants came out of the house, conversing loudly amongst themselves, and Aditya immediately started walking with his head held down, as if he was a scholar in deep thought. By and by, the darkness all around him deepened, lamps were extinguished in the house and stillness engulfed everything.

A cool wind now sprang up, funnelled through the long, straight alleyway and the two-storied buildings on either side. The leaves  of the peepal tree fluttered noisily in the wind and Aditya was overcome by a terrible sense of loneliness. From somewhere came the thought that Devika might come out of the house if he counted till a hundred. However, she did not come out, and Aditya tried again and again.

Finally, it was almost the second prahar of the night by the time he called it quits, and trudged back towards the city. He had not eaten since morning. Tired and hungry, he went to sleep in the open grounds outside the city gates.

***

For the next three days, Aditya was caught up at work with a caravan that had just arrived. It was only on the fourth day that he was finally able to slip out early. There was only one thing on his mind—Devika.

He arrived outside her place in the early afternoon and once again, settled into wait. This time, his patience was rewarded. The object of his desire had appeared.

A strange thrill now passed through his entire body. Ecstasy and dread ran up and down his spine, and his brain stopped functioning for  she had just stepped out of the house along with a friend. Engrossed in each other’s company, the two girls made their way down the street. Almost mechanically, Aditya started following them. His eyes could only see Devika.

From afar, he studied her hair, which fell in a mass of curls onto her neck and shoulders, her hands as they moved animatedly, and the lilt of her laughter which he could just about overhear. Evidently old friends, the two girls were gossiping and laughing as they made their way towards the udyaan.

Aditya, with his pulse quickening at every step, followed them into the garden. The girls had perched themselves on a few scattered rocks, and were still immersed in their conversation. A wild idea now seized him. Should he show himself—walk by in front of them as if he was just out for a stroll? Would she not recognize him and call out to him, as she had done so many times in the past? He stood there, considering this for a few minutes. Finally, taking a deep breath, he resolved to take his life into his own hands.

Looking neither left nor right, he marched stiffly towards Devika. His heart thumped wildly in his chest, and his mind was full of all sorts of confusing thoughts. The only thing which was clear to him, was that he must appear as natural as possible. He looked up, and seeing a neem tree, studied its leaves with singular concentration. Then he looked down and stared hard at the grass growing under his feet, as if his life depended upon it. And yet, all the while, the only thing he was conscious of, was her.

He was coming closer and closer to where the two of them were sitting, his hands clasped behind him, in a most reflective posture, his eyes looking straight ahead, focussed on the mid-distance. A wild expression now appeared on his face, like that of a soldier marching straight onto the path of a charging elephant. He had almost appeared right in front of them and his heart was beating so loudly in his chest that he could hardly hear anything else. Yet, they did not seem to have noticed.

Should he now look up, appear to have just seen Devika, and then greet her with a casual ‘hi’? What if the girl accompanying her, was a strict aunt? No, no, no, no, no—he must not take any chances. Let her recognize him and call out his name, and he would act surprised. He was still thinking all this while, looking with great interest at a peepal tree, trying to calm himself down, when he inadvertently stumbled on a small rock, right in front of the girls.

He fancied he heard a laugh and darted a reproachful look towards Devika. She was staring in his direction, but seemed to be looking at something beyond him. What was happening? Didn’t she recognize him? How could she have forgotten him so quickly? Was she afraid of her companion? Or waAditya quickly regained his composure, looked the other way, and walked on with an expression of haughty disdain. He half-expected her to call out to him, but she did not. Disappointed and unnerved, he repeated the whole thing again. He took a giant round of the park, and then came back to pass by where the two girls were sitting.

Last time he had been looking at a peepal tree and this time, he studied the ground as he passed by. He even darted a furtive glance directly at her. She was engrossed in conversation, though her face was not as animated as before. He made another round and came back, checking out Devika through the corners of his eyes. This time, he fancied that the friend was looking at him. The fourth time that Aditya came around, the two girls were nowhere to be seen.


s she just shy? Oh god, what was going on?
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A Budding Romance

Rishabha was astonished. His friend was oiling his hair and bathing with sandalwood paste. He  had even taken to twirling his moustache into a variety of ferocious shapes, and was spending increasing amounts of time away from home.

Aditya’s colleagues also noticed this change. The man who had no fashion sense at all, was suddenly at his immaculate best everyday. He was also behaving rather mysteriously. He would rush through work during the day, and run off somewhere in the evenings.

As a matter of fact, Aditya was going to the udyaan. He would run there every evening as soon as he was free. Once there, he would pause a while to adjust his turban and twist his moustache into shape. Despite his best efforts, however, the straggly hair on his upper lip remained defiant and rebellious, sticking out this way and that, like a sparrow’s nest after heavy rains. After struggling valiantly with his moustache, he would then loiter around the entrance and study the flowers growing there with considerable interest. By and by, having worked up his courage, he  would finally enter the udyaan with the look of one going into his final battle.

Devika and her companion too, came to the udyaan everyday, where they would always sit at the same place. Over the next few days, Devika’s friend noticed a peculiar young man who always seemed to be hanging around. On different days he would be slinking behind different trees, staring at their leaves as if engaged in some deep botanical study. She even caught him gaping at them like a madman on a couple of occasions. Truth be told, the fellow was making her very nervous.

To Aditya, it seemed as if the days were passing by in a dream. On some days, he forgot to eat dinner. He also talked less and instead, spent a great deal of time, lying on his mattress and staring up at the ceiling. Sometimes, he would laugh out loud in the middle of the night. Rishabha was becoming more and more concerned about his health.

Things might have continued indefinitely in this vein, if by some fortunate chance, Brihadratha had not accompanied Devika to the udyaan one day. Aditya, who saw a man sitting with Devika from afar, was overcome with jealousy and immediately marched towards the couple in a perfect fit of indignation. On coming closer, he realized with a start that it was the merchant Brihadratha. Instantly, he assumed his most diginified expression and strolled past them, as if completely unaware of their presence. He had just passed them by, when he heard someone call out his name.

“Aditya! Aditya!” It was Brihadratha.

Aditya was now thrown into utter confusion. Composing himself, he turned around and affecting an expression of complete surprise, went over and stammered out his joy at finding Brihadratha there. He was introduced to Devika, who now acknowledged him with a smile that instantly set his pulse racing.

Brihadratha seemed delighted to see him again, and they chatted for a long time. Aditya told them about his job and Brihadratha invited him to his house for Teej celebrations, which were to be held next month. He would have the formal invitation sent to Aditya’s place of work later. With a show of politeness, Aditya accepted, and then excusing himself, he hurried home.

When Rishabha got back, he discovered Aditya all alone in their little room, laughing like a madman. That night, Aditya again took him out to dinner, and told him all about his little love story.

***

Rishabha had told him that women liked muscular, strong men and so when Devika came to the udyaan the next evening, she found Aditya wound up in a ball, doing some kind of yogic asana. His right leg was entangled behind his neck, his arms were clasped together behind his back, and his head which protruded forward from under his legs stared wildly at her with a distressed expression. It looked like he had locked himself into this ridiculous shape.

She burst into a fit of uncontrollable laughter. The unwieldy mass of arms and head and legs and feet disentangled itself, and miraculously achieved a human shape. It was Aditya. He looked suitably miffed.

“What on earth were you trying to do?” asked Devika amid peals of laughter. She was standing in front of him, all alone. No companion this time.

“What do you think I was trying to do? It’s a yoga position recommended by Patanjali,” said Aditya.

“What? You come all this way to exercise in this garden?”

“No . . . no,” said Aditya, “why would I come here to exercise?” He had gotten up and was brushing the dirt from his dhoti. His eyes scanned the distance behind her and he quickly came to the conclusion that she was alone today. His heart started beating faster. His voice quavered.

Devika was thoroughly enjoying herself.

“So you weren’t exercising? Then what were you doing, kind Sir?” she asked in a mock serious tone.

Aditya now drew himself up to his full height.

“Well, Madam, didn’t you see for yourself? I was merely trying to scratch my ears, according to the prescription of Acharya Patanjali.”

“You  mean  to  say  this  is  how  Acharya  Patnajali scratched himself when his ears itched?”

“Of course! How else do you think he would scratch himself when his palms were clasped together during meditation? He wouldn’t want to lose concentration and fritter away all the yogic benefits he’d got would he? That’s why he invented the ‘khujliasana’,” Aditya replied with the most solemn expression he could muster.

She dissolved into laughter.

“So you were meditating? Pray what were you meditating on, O great soul?” asked Devika. Her eyes flashed mischief as her lips curled up in a devastating smile.

“Now why would I meditate when I already know the secrets of creation?” said Aditya. His confidence was growing with each passing moment.

“If you were not meditating then why on earth didn’t you use your hands to scratch your ears?”

“In case you did not notice, Madam, they were busy scratching my back.”

“Aaah, I see.” She dissolved into another fit of giggles and Aditya’s heart leapt about inside his body.

“Well, kind Sir, will you walk with me then? But you have to promise not to strike that pose again while you are walking with me. I have a reputation to maintain you know.”

“Of course I understand Madam. But I couldn’t very well be seen with you in public, you know. Even I have a reputation to maintain. But then,” he rolled his eyes up and shrugged his shoulders for effect, “I am a great soul after all, so I would not want to hurt your feelings.”

It seemed to him that they had been made for each other. They both found the same things odd and hilarious, she got all his jokes and what’s more, she gave back as good as she got. Over the rest of the evening, they talked about many different things and every topic they touched, seemed to be new and exciting and funny.

Aditya felt intoxicated; a strange exhilaration had caught hold of his being. He could not get enough of her nose which he made fun of, her bouts of girlish, uncontrolled giggles, her curls and her habit of flicking those curls off her face. He drank deep with his eyes and his spirit, and was thoroughly disappointed when she had to leave.

They parted ways  at  dusk  and  Aditya  half-ran  half-walked all the way back to his house. Strangely, he was not the least bit tired. Instead, every pore in his body was bursting with energy  and excitement. The room did not seRishabha was equally excited to hear the news and over the next prahar, they discussed the meeting threadbare. Every detail was recounted, every gesture, every topic of conversation was examined. Advice was given, conclusions were drawn, and opinions about Devika were formed. The future course of action was discussed in much detail and that night. Aditya went to sleep with a smile on his face.

Over the next few days, Aditya met Devika every evening. Her erstwhile companion had vanished, and they met and talked alone and undisturbed. It was a magical time. She would start giggling uncontrollably just on seeing him, and he would also start laughing without a single word having been spoken. He opened up his heart to her, and she to him. They talked about their childhood experiences, their likes and dislikes, their ambitions, and their deepest regrets.

For Aditya, this was a golden period. His past seemed left far behind, and his whole day went by, waiting for only those few delightful hours that he would spend laughing and talking with her. He was floating on air.

em big enough to contain his exhilaration.
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Teej

Shraavan had arrived. Dark, tumultous clouds blocked out the sun and covered the heavens  as far as the eye could see. The smell of wet earth hung in the air as cool, moisture laden winds blew through the treetops. It was mid-day but in the fading light, the rapture of man and nature made it seem as if it was dusk. Teej celebrations were on, in full swing at Brihadratha’s house.

Lavish arrangements had been made. A huge pandal had been erected in a garden nearby. The rustling of silk and the flash  of  diamonds,  pearls, and gold filled the air as the rich and powerful of Takshashila hobnobbed with each other. Servants made their way through the crowds, plying the guests with various drinks. The entire place was swarming with people. Musicians, singers, and dancers had also been invited and a number of performances were set to take place at the floral platform erected inside the pandal.

Behind the main structure, an even more boisterous celebration  was  going  on.  Huge  swings  had been suspended from the branches of a banyan tree and spirited young women swung on them. Other women sat in a circle nearby beating drums and singing songs welcoming the rains, while two young girls occupied the middle of the circle, dancing in gay abandon.

Brihadratha himself stood near the entrance, personally welcoming the guests. Aditya had strategized through the night with Rishabha about how to impress the parents, but now got to exchange only a few words with Brihadratha.

“Aah! The big shot trader himself! Come, come my son,” he drew Aditya near, as if he was going to tell him something confidential. “You must enjoy yourself today,” he whispered to Aditya and then with a pat on his back and a merry wink, he was off to welcome the latest arrivals.

Bhaang, madhu,  sura and all manner of intoxicating  drinks were being served along with cooling, non-alcoholic drinks. Aditya picked up one of the clay cups and slinked to the edges of the crowd, observing the people around him with curiosity and envy. Everyone seemed to know everyone else. They greeted each other and circulated amongst themselves with an ease and grace that emphasized the closed circle that they were a part of.

Scanning the crowds for Devika, he went and sat down on   a stone pedestal that had been set up under a tree. An old man was already sitting there and soon another gentleman joined them. Determined not to seem out of place, Aditya decided to strike up a conversation about the latest tension between Takshashila and the neighbouring kingdom of the Kekeyas. It was one of the hot topics of the day.

“Did you hear about the border clashes? What is going on there?” he opened.

The old man on his left snorted derisively.

“Huh, you think this started yesterday, son? No sir, this drama’s been going on for a long, long time—over sixty years now; and who do you think suffers in all this, huh? You and me, just us, merchants!”

Aditya did not have any political opinions of his own, and he enthusiastically assented to everything the old man said.

“No doubt it’s always the common people who suffer, Sir. Not to mention the useless loss of lives!” he said.

“Baah . . . games, all games. Do you think they can fool us? I have seen the world, son; travelled to so many countries. Without a doubt I can tell you—we the people of Bharatvarsha are one. Then why these fights? Why do you think, eh? Some parties, some classes gain out of it, that’s all.”

The old man sitting to his right now joined in.

“What are you saying, Sir? Are you talking about Maharaj Ambhi? Don’t you see the Kekeyans relentlessly provoking us with raids on our borders? And then they claim that these are the works of dacoits. No Sir, Maharaj Ambhi is absolutely right! We need to put these Kekeyans in their place. Besides, don’t you see that Ambhi is the hope of the future? He is trying so hard to change the clique that surrounds the palace. He genuinely wants to do good for the people of Takshashila. All of us should be supporting his actions . . .”

This was said in a tone of vehemence, which indicated that this old man was one of the partisans of Maharaj Ambhi. It was true that a personality cult was growing around the young King who was known to be decisive and energetic. Aditya decided it was only polite to agree with him as well.

“Actually, I agree with you somewhat, Sir. We desperately need a young, energetic person like Maharaj Ambhi at the helm. They say he will be initiating many reforms in the bureaucracy?” he asked.

“Nonsense, King Ambhi and his advisors; they are all hotheads and gasbags, they’ll lead us to ruin. Nothing is to come from this hate-mongering and war. He is only angling for popularity with the army, but let me tell you, it could have disastrous consequences,” chimed in the old man to his left.

Both of them now started attacking each other, ridiculing each other’s opinions. One of them did not agree with anything Ambhi did, while the other one was a fanatical supporter of the King. They both looked at him for support and Aditya realized he could no longer keep agreeing with both of them. The argument escalated rapidly. Thankfully, just at that moment, Devika materialized from somewhere and whisked him away.

She was dressed in a navrangya, a newly-dyed saree, and her face was flushed and excited from all the dancing and singing. She burst into a fit of giggles as soon as they were alone, and Aditya’s good cheer returned. He started grinning like an idiot.

“So you have been behaving yourself, I hope? Not been troubling old men, have you?”

“You should thank me; I just stopped a war from breaking out.”

“You should thank me; you looked really uncomfortable there. I rescued you.”

“Hahaha . . . well, that’s true and in return I will offer you  this nugget of priceless wisdom—if you just want to make polite conversation, avoid politics, especially when talking to old men.”

She burst out laughing.

“That’s Uncle Kumara, he’s always pushing his opinions on people. Don’t worry; I’ve also listened to a lot of his lectures.”

Aditya had already forgotten about it.

“I didn’t realize it was going to be such an elaborate affair,” he said looking around.

“Oh, it’s just my father. Most of his business is with the royal family and the nobles; these festivals are occasions for him to make contacts. This is not about Teej. It’s just an excuse for him to invite these people. Most of these people are actually incredibly boring.” She flashed another captivating smile at him, “Come, let me introduce you to my cousin Niharika. All of my friends are here.”

They walked to the section where the swings had been set   up. Aditya was introduced to the cousin, the one who had most mysteriously disappeared from the evening walks for the last couple of days. She was all smiles and asked him about his health, about Takshashila, and how he found the udyaan. Meanwhile, Devika was called away by Brihadratha and Aditya lost sight of her.

After talking to a few of her friends, Aditya once again found himself alone and set off in search of Devika. He finally found her in a shaded clump of trees to the left of the pandal. She was talking and laughing with a man who had his back turned to Aditya. As he made his way there, Devika turned and welcomed him with a grin andIt was a face he had seen earlier. The same long acquiline nose, thick tightly held lips and the aggressive, intimidating gaze—it was Sumukha. His eyes narrowed as he looked at Aditya.

“I know you—you’re that kid who was creating a ruckus near the carpenter’s locality, aren’t you?”

“Oh, you two know each other?” asked Devika.

“Not sure,” Aditya said stiffly.

“So you don’t know each other?” She looked from Sumukha to Aditya, “You simply must meet him Aditya. This is Sumukha. He  is a captain in the King’s army and he is the horse racing champion of Takshashila. Do you know about our annual horse racing competition? Sumukha won it three times in a row.”

“Oh, I think he knows me. I made quite an impression on him last time we met, didn’t I, Aditya?” Sumukha grinned. “I take it he’s a foreigner? I could just make out that face from a  kos away you know!”

“Yes, he’s from Pataliputra. He was with us on the caravan coming over.”

“Pataliputra,” Sumukha’s upper lip now curled up in a sneer. “Now why is it that this place is crawling with you people? Tell me, are things so bad in Pataliputra?”

“Oh come off it, you oaf,” she put her hand on his arm. “You know Aditya loves horses. Aditya, you should really see Sumukha’s horse. It’s fantastic. A javapacamana,” said Devika.

“I would love to see it,” said Aditya.

“It’s a mare,” his eyes grazed Devika’s face, “yup, she is indeed a beauty.” He turned towards Aditya, “So Aditya, what horse do you own?”

“I don’t really own a horse right now, but I might buy something by the end of the year,” said Aditya. His voice was level and calm, but inside, he was boiling with rage.

“Indeed! Hahahaha, maybe we can even race someday then.”

“Uff, you are simply insufferable. Don’t mind him Aditya, he has such a big head—he thinks he is the best out there. Keeps challenging everyone he meets, to a race.”

Aditya frowned.

“No, it’s okay. Maybe I will race you, I like racing too.”

“Hahaha . . . I love this kid’s confidence, Devika.” Sumukha turned towards Aditya and looked down his nose at him. “It was nice meeting you Aditya, come back after you get a horse,” he retorted as if dismissing him. Turning back towards Devika, he grabbed her arm with an easy familiarity, and led her away.

Aditya felt the blood rising to his head. The demons of jealousy and humiliation had been let loose, and his face was red with anger.

Later,  when  he  was  alone  with  her,  he  recounted  his  first encounter with Sumukha.

“Oh, he’s wild, always getting into fights. I really don’t like that about him,” she said in an off-handed manner.

“I was drunk, else by the gods, I would have showed him.”

“Don’t be silly, he’s an awesome guy,” she slapped him on the arm. “You know, you should really get to know him,” she was absent-mindedly twirling her earrings as she walked.

“I’ve even heard he hates Buddhists. I’m surprised your  family and you are such good friends with such a person.”

“No . . . hey, you know Sumukha gave me these earrings. What do you think? Don’t I look pretty?” she stuck out her face in profile and smiled.

Aditya looked at her and smiled. Inside, he was dying a little!

 the man turned towards him. Aditya froze.
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A Reunion

The next evening, as Radha made her way up the stairs  to  Aditya’s  room,  she  heard  shouts and laughter. Must be some student raising a din, she thought to herself, but as she reached the first floor landing, she realized that the commotion was coming from Aditya and Rishabha’s room. She had got sweets for them, but it looked like a celebration was already underway.

She was smiling as she stuck her head around  the door.

“I can come in, can’t I?”

“You’re already in,” said a grinning Aditya. 

“Come on in, Radha,” shouted Rishabha.

“What’s the good news?” she asked.

They caught sight of the clay vessel that she  held in her hands.

“What’s that? Is it for us?”

“Yes, I made some sweets for Teej.”

“See my friend, the gods rewards the righteous. No sooner did you decide to do the right thing, than we have been sent these magnificient refreshments. Oh, I am so hungry Radha,” said Rishabha.

They immediately attacked the sweets.

“Wow . . . Uhmmaaam devishhush,” said one talking through a completely stuffed mouth.

“Awefome, may you be . . . may you be the mother of a hundred sons, Radha,” said the other.

“You know what, Radha. This fellow . . . oye that’s mine,” said Rishabha.

The conversation resumed once the last of the sweets had been disposed off.

“You made these?” asked Rishabha.

“Yes.”

“You have magic in your fingers, Radha. Too good,” said Aditya. “You know we should set up a sweet shop with Radha. We would make a lot of money.”

“That must be the stupidest idea I have heard all day.”

“Idiot, you think such a shop could even last two days? You two would just finish everything yourselves.”

“I know, this guy is such a greedy pig. We will not take him in, as a partner,” said Aditya.

“Saale, that last one was mine,” Rishabha turned towards Radha, his eyes gleaming with passion. “Big news Radha. You know, my best buddy here, has agreed to take part in the race.”

“The Vasant Utsav race? Really?” she looked at Aditya who was drinking water. He nodded back.

“Didn’t I tell you that he will come around? You didn’t believe me. I knew it, this guy pretends as if he is the most cynical man ever, but I knew he would come around for his friends. Didn’t I tell you?”

“Really? Then he is more of a softie than I thought.” She turned towards Aditya, “Wait, I think we should check—he might be ill.”

Aditya gulped down the last of the water and turned on her before she could sneak up on him.




“I’ll break your wrist if you call me softie again,” he said to Radha. “But yes, I will race.”

“The horse is the only problem. Do you or Nala know anyone who has a horse fit for racing?” asked Rishabha. “Every horse can’t race you know!”

“Didn’t you say that your brother’s friend will be coming from Pataliputra with your old horse?” asked Radha.

“Wow . . . you really have some memory, Radha,” said Aditya.

“Oh yes! Any news on that caravan?” asked Rishabha. 

“Well, we got a message almost forty days back saying that  the caravan had set off from Pataliputra and Navinda, I mean my brother’s friend is on it, but there was no mention about the horse so . . . I’m not very sure.”

“But he had promised, right?” asked Rishabha.

“Actually . . . see, the horse was not with him when I left Pataliputra. He did promise but, I don’t know if he was able to retrieve it.”

“Arre, you don’t worry buddy. We will get the best possible horse for you.” Rishabha now turned to Radha, “Will you ask your brother if he can think of something?”

“Sure, I will. Don’t worry Aditya, something will work out,” she said.

“Oh, I am not worried,” Aditya said with some annoyance. 

“Of course he’s not worried. These days my friend is  floating in air.”

Aditya mouthed a few curses in Rishabha’s direction.

“What is it? What? Oh come on, tell me,” pressed Radha.

Rishabha gleefully filled her in on the happenings of the last few weeks. Radha took it all in. She was silent for a little while.

“You know, if the girl really likes you, she should like you for who you are. Not for winning a race or owning a fine horse.”

“I know, I know, I have told this idiot the exact same thing,” Rishabha chimed in.

“She already likes me a lot.”

“I hope you are not racing just to impress her, are you?”

“Of course not! What do you take me for?” asked Aditya indignantly.

“Okay, all right, fine . . . no one’s attacking you. We’re your friends; we just want the best for you, that’s all.”

“Exactly,” echoed Rishabha.

“Well, it’s late. I have to get back and cook. I’ll ask Nala about the horse,” she said and left, leaving them both to continue planning and strategizing for the race.

***

Two more months passed by, before Aditya received news of the caravan’s arrival. They had been receiving regular reports about the caravan’s progress for the past week and finally, one day, a party of traders coming from the Matsya janapada confirmed that they had passed by a caravan from Magadha, which was only a day’s march behind them. For Aditya, it was terribly exciting news, for it meant that he would be meeting both Navinda as well as Pandi once again.

He had bought a gift for Pandi, a special kind of sword, much used by the Ashvaka horsemen. It was a deadly little everyday weapon, shorter than a sword and very handy for stabbing or slicing. To Aditya, it represented his gurudakshina, an important offering for the man who had taught him so much.

He had also bought a number of gifts for the man who had saved his life—his benefactor Navinda. Now he worried that the gifts he had bought for these two men, would seem too cheap in comparison to what they had done for him.

The next day, a small party set off from Mahinda’s offices to locate and welcome the caravan. Mahinda had arranged for horses for everyone, and they quickly made their way to the Uttarapatha. At midday, they crossed a group of soldiers who informed them that they had just passed the caravan. A few kos later, they spotted the long line of carts, strung out like a caterpillar over the Uttarapatha.

The caravan was within smelling distance of Takshashila, and the traders and merchants were already in high spirits. All of this excitement now broke upon this small party of horsemen who had come from Takshashila. They were immediately mobbed. Excited strangers asked them for news and the entire procession slowed to a halt as old friends and strangers exchanged greetings, messages, and questions about far-off places and families left behind.

Mahinda, Aditya, and the others got off their horses and waded through the crush of people crowding around them.

“Hey, here’s the drunkard from Kaushambi,” someone shouted through the crowd. It “Jalkanya has a moustache! Hey Dundubhi, look at that, will you?” shouted out another voice.

A number of Pandi’s men surrounded Aditya, asking him eagerly about what he was doing now. They pulled his leg about his new-found moustache, someone challenged him to a sword fight and everyone asked him questions about his new job and his life in Takshashila. Old comrades slapped him on the back and everyone was laughing. Pandi and Shilajit appeared from somewhere and pounced upon him.

“Why, our ugly little mutt has grown up, hasn’t he?” asked Pandi.

“What have you been doing Aditya? You have changed, you look so different!” said Shilajit, embracing him enthusiastically.

“Look at him, Shilajit. He even has cotton fluff on his lips. Is that supposed to be a moustache?” Pandi asked with evident delight.

Aditya touched Pandi’s feet and was given a big hug in  return. Within moments, he had unloaded his gift onto Pandi, who appeared delighted with it. They talked about sword fighting and Pandi promised him many more lessons.

Navinda now burst through the crowd and he too, fell upon Aditya.

“My God, you have become a big man now!” was his first reaction when Aditya tried to touch his feet. “Your brother would have been so proud of you!”

It had been just seven months since they had last seen each other, but in that short span of time, it seemed as if the entire world had changed. After all that had happened, seeing each other in such changed circumstances was a shock. For a few moments, they were both lost in their own thoughts. The shadow of Ajeet loomed large in the background.

Navinda took Aditya by the hand and led him away from the crowd. They walked in silence till Aditya burst out:

“I will never forget what you did for me, Shreeman. I . . . I don’t know how I can ever repay what you have done for me . . .”

Navinda only squeezed his hand and smiled. He looked aged and haggard, thought Aditya. There was a lot more of grey in his hair now. Was it just the stress of the journey, or had Navinda changed so much in such a short time? He waited for the older man to begin talking.

Finally, Navinda opened up and filled him in, on the happenings in Pataliputra. Both Vrishni and Indukalpa had grown to positions of power and Vijayendra was now the kotwal of the city in place of Ajeet. A lot of people still mourned Ajeet’s death and remembered him fondly.

Their conversation touched upon many different topics and Navinda revealed how he was being harassed by the authorities as Indukalpa suspected he knew something about the circumstances surrounding Ajeet’s execution. They talked about Acharya Vishwa, the akhara and many of the old familiar people, whom they had left behind in Pataliputra.

Later, he quizzed Aditya about his life in Takshashila and was struck by the replies. Aditya had changed! It weren’t just the physical, superficial changes, but the way in which Aditya met and held his gaze that impressed him the most. He had the direct, self-contained bearing of a sober, confident adult.

As they walked along beside the Uttarapatha, a gust of wind caught them and made its way towards the rear of the caravan. An emaciated, dull-looking horse that had been trudging along with its head drooping, suddenly came alive. His head popped up, the ears stuck up straight, and the steed started showing unmistakable signs of excitement and restlessness.

Animals instinctively recognize their masters, and somehow, Ashvaghosha had sensed that his master, friend, and companion of yesteryears was nearby. He pawed the earth and became difficult to control, rearing up on his hind legs, and jerking his reins out of the hands of the servant who was leading him.

The men around him scattered, as the horse broke free. With unerring intuition, the charger made his way through the crowds, which scattered hastily in front of the approaching beast.

The same instinct had touched something inside Aditya. There was commotion behind him, and a sixth sense told him it was Ashvaghosha. He whirled around and immediately broke into a cry of delight. The horse bounded up into its owner’s open arms.

Ashvaghosha nuzzled against his shoulders and licked his face, and Aditya in turn, could not get enough of the constant companion of his younger days. He hugged Ashvaghosha’s neck, rubbed the smooth leathery skin, and breathed in the familiar horse smell. His delight however, turned to dismay when he saw the ribs sticking out of his beloved horse’s body.

Navinda patted the horse and explained.

“Vijayendra had claimed him after they seized your property, but he refused to eat and would not let anyone ride him. He had become very irritable and thin before Vijayendra finally agreed to sell him to me.”

Aditya had nothing to say. He was feeling overwhelmed and  so he got up onto the horse’s back. Under his legs, he could feel Ashvaghosha’s muscles coil up for action. Under the emaciated, broken frame of the horse, still beat the heart of the spirited young charger that had once thundered through the lanes of Pataliputra.


was one of the soldiers of Pandi’s band.
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Hunting

Aditya led the way and Pandi followed; eyes and ears  peeled  for  signs  of  danger.  Thick, green foliage crowded in from all sides as ancient trees of peepal and banyan towered above them. They were  in the dense sub-tropical forests outside Takshashila.

Crisp, early morning freshness hung in the air  and the indescribable scents of wood, moss, flowers, mud, and wet leaves mingled in Aditya’s nostrils. He inhaled deeply of the cool forest air and shivered with excitement. All around them, the forest was alive, reverberating to the chirping of birds, the shrill cries of peacocks, and the chattering of monkeys.

Not a word was spoken. Now and again, Aditya pointed out something interesting to Pandi, who grinned with delight and then nodded for them to continue. Deeper and deeper into the jungle they went, till finally, Aditya held up his hand and got down on all fours. Pandi nodded. He too, went into a low crouch as they slowly crept forward.

They had come to the edge of a ravine. From here, the  rocky  land  sloped  steeply  down. Odd-looking stunted bushes and trees, curving into the most fantastic shapes, grew along the sides of the ravine, disappearing into pitch darkness at the bottom.

Both held absolutely still, straining all their senses, running their gaze over the bushes, rocks, and trees growing along both sides and staring deep into the distance, over the edge of the ravine opposite. Finally, deciding that all was well, they made their way down the treacherous slope to the bottom.

At the bottom it was dark, cool, and silent. Far above them, they saw the skyline, a patch of blue sky framed by dark rock walls, and the silhouettes of trees. On the ground, tangled bushes and rocks gave way to clear, muddy land, through which flowed a thin trickle of water. A dead tree lay right next to this water channel, its trunk half-submerged in mud and its white, lifeless branches sticking out awkwardly. Aditya squatted down beside the tree and pointed to something in the mud.

There, in the soft clay on one side of the tree, could be seen the paw prints of a tigress and her three cubs. They had emerged from the brush, and then crossing the nala, had followed its course for some time.

“It is two days old, at least,” Aditya whispered, pointing to one of the tigress’s pugmarks. The sides were already crumbling, and ants traversed all along the depression. With a jerk, he stood up, “We should get out of here.”

Pandi nodded. It was dark and cramped, the perfect place to be ambushed by a tiger. He gripped his javelin tightly in both hands and they made their way up the opposite bank of the ravine in silence.

On the other side, the forest was less dense. Stray sunbeams pierced through the forest canopy, lighting up dust particles and insects swirling in the air, and creating a mosaic of light and shade on the forest floor.

Through the trees, they could make out an open glade, which was covered in waist-high grass that had been burnt yellow by the sun. Here and there, a number of bushes and small trees stood out, breaking the monotony. As they crept slowly up to this clearing, Pandi now squeezed Aditya’s shoulder in glee. They were in luck.

A herd of cheetal was browsing contentedly near the opposite end of the clearing. Aditya picked up a pinch of dust, and lifting it to eye level, he let it go to see which way the dust would blow. They circled over to their left. The wind, little as it was, was blowing into their faces now. Rather than take their scent to the animals, it would do the opposite.

Aditya signalled with his fingers. There were twenty-five in all, including seven young ones. Pandi gestured towards one of the bigger ones, which had its back towards them, and strung his bow with one of the heavier arrows.

Crouching low, they waded into the tall grass. Every time a number of cheetal looked up, they would duck and keep absolutely still, and only when the cheetal went back to grazing, would they move again. At one point, Aditya squeezed Pandi’s shoulder and pointed up towards a tree.

A silver, grey-backed langur looked down curiously at them. Pandi clenched his jaw. If this blasted monkey let out an alarm call, he would personally spear it alive. Both held their breath as the langur let out a few quizzical noises towards them. Finally, not receiving any reply, it ambled off, swinging idly through the branches.

Meanwhile, some of the small cheetal had gamboled off into the dense jungle on the other side, and their mothers suddenly broke into loud grunts of disapproval. The little ones immediately came running back into the open, but the herd had become more nervous. A number of them looked up, jerking their heads this way and that, sniffing suspiciously at the air. Pandi drew his bow and waited, praying for the target to turn a little and show its neck. Aditya bit down on his lower lip and squeezed the shaft of the spear hard. Adrenaline pumped through his body; every muscle was tense and ready to explode into action.

Unaware of the coming danger, their target continued grazing contentedly, slowly moving forward, as it searched for the  juiciest, most tender leaves. Pandi anticipated the direction of movement and pre-sighted a point at which its neck would appear. One of his eyes was shut. The cheetal now turned around just a fraction and in that split second, its life was already over.

The arrow was released, the bow gave a mighty twang and in the blink of an eye, the calm forest scene exploded into chaos and noise. Everything happened at once. All manner of birds took off from the tree tops with the deafening flutter of hundreds of wings; the langurs started screeching maniacally and the entire herd bolted for the forest, even as the arrow lodged itself and sank deep into the soft flesh by the side of the cheetal’s shoulder. The hapless animal staggered for a moment, and then bounded away towards the safety of the dense forest, close behind its already vanishing compatriots.

It would seem that even before the arrow hit home, Aditya was already on his feet. Building up into an all-out sprint, he let the spear fly before the cheetal could reach the safety of the trees. The spear flew long and true, but glanced the hind quarters of the unfortunate animal and bounced off.

“Got him,” Aditya yelled as he sprinted all out in rapid pursuit. An uncontrollable, uncontainable burst of incandescent energy surged through his veins. Every pore of his being was alive. The exhilarating, heady feeling of the hunt was upon him.

“Come on,” he yelled again.

Pandi was running behind him, already stringing another arrow on his bow. The deer might be quicker, but they would follow its trail till they got him today. He increased his pace, for Aditya had already picked up his spear and disappeared into the forest.

***

Later, after they had had their fill of fresh roasted game, they lay back in the open glade soaking up the sunshine. The caravan from Pataliputra had been unloaded and two days’ leave had been declared for all. They were both on holiday.

Pandi lay on the grass as Aditya narrated anecdotes from his hunting days in Pataliputra. They reminisced about incidents on  the caravan to Takshashila and laughed. A relaxed, spaced-out mood prevailed till Pandi suddenly said, “You know, Navinda told me about your history. Do you know I even checked up on some peop“Who did you check up on?” Aditya asked, his voice hoarse.

“The Dandayan, Indukalpa.”

Aditya stiffened. Images from his former life came flooding back into his mind and bounced around inside his head. Long-suppressed memories, of his brother carrying him on his back. Memories of his brother waking him up on cold winter mornings, treating him to hot semolina pudding. The two of them roaring with laughter, without a care or worry in the world.

How cozy and happy had been their world, how simple and artless his brother, and how cruel the villain, who was now sitting in comfort in Pataliputra. The man who had murdered his brother, the man who had turned his entire life upside down, was living happy and free and respected as the Minister of Justice in Magadha!

Aditya’s face burned, the small hairs on his hand stood on end, and his breathing became laboured. This always happened to him when he thought of the past.

“I heard you tried to kill him?” said Pandi, cutting into his thoughts.

“Yes I did,” said Aditya.

“But you weren’t successful. So what do you intend to do now?”

It was a topic Aditya had thought about for a long, long time. He remembered every detail of his attack on Indukalpa. It had been his own inexperience that had allowed that pig to escape! But things had changed since then. With the skill he now had, he would never make the same mistakes. Never! Inadvertently, he shook his head.

“Indukalpa has grown in power and prestige. Do you think you, as you are, can even get close to such a man?” It was almost as if Pandi knew what he was thinking.

Aditya stared down at the ground.

“Someday,” he murmured.

“Yes . . . someday. Someday, when you need help, always remember that I am available to you, and so are my men. It’s like our caravan. We will fight and defend everyone in our party.”

“No Pandi, this is my matter and I will settle it myself. If there is any justice in this world, if there is any reason for me to remain alive, it is so that I can kill this man with my own hands. No one else will have the satisfaction,” Aditya’s voice was deathly calm. He took a deep breath and continued, “I mark everyday that passes, Pandi, for with everyday that passes I become stronger, I gain in wealth and power, and I get closer and closer to my goal. The swordfighting that you teach me, there is nothing more anyone could do. My contacts in Magadha are growing and there will soon come a time that I will need to travel back to Pataliputra.”

Pandi shook his head.

“No, no Aditya—you have come a long way since the first day I saw you, but there’s still a lot to learn. I’d advise you to be patient,” he said and then continued, “Take your time, build your allies and friends, gather your resources, for your enemy is very strong. Among the Ashvakas, there is a saying which goes, ‘revenge is a dish best served cold’. Do not act in haste. This is what I wanted to tell you.”

“No, Pandi this time I will not do anything stupid.”

“And you can count on me always for help, for I know  many people in Pataliputra.”

“I will, Pandi when the time comes.”

“Good, now that that’s settled, let’s get back, it’s getting dark.  I am sure your friend Rishabha would love some cheetal meat, wouldn’t he?”

“Ohh yes,” Aditya looked around as if he had just woken up, “yes, we need to get out of here before sunset.”

They heaved themselves up and made their way back, the way they had come.


le when I was in Pataliputra this time?”
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Ashvaghosha

Aditya  hurtled  through  the  air  on  the  back  of four hundred kilos of pure muscle. Under him, Ashvaghosha’s body was coiled taut like a loaded bow, as Aditya maintained a tight grip on the reins, holding him back for the final spurt. Horse and rider leaned into the wind. Training for the Vasant Utsav races had begun!

“Steady son, steady. Hold yourself,” shouted Aditya.

Ashvaghosha was running like the wind, his whole body a blur of smooth, sinewy muscle. His head strained forward, the forelegs reaching out with every step, thudding into the ground with enormous force. His haunches quivered, the muscles rippling under his rich, tan hide. Up on the horse, Aditya could feel the tremendous power of those wound-up muscles, the authority and might of those thudding hooves.

Just over two months had passed since Ashvaghosha had arrived in Takshashila. Reunited with his master, he had quickly rediscovered his appetite and energy, and had even become the darling of all the students in their circle. They spoilt him rotten with treats and rub-downs, while Ashvaghosha basked in all the attention. Under the steady, loving care of Aditya and his friends, the horse had made a miraculous recovery.

He was now back to his old ways, straining at the leash, begging to be let free even as Aditya held him back. He had to learn to pace himself. The racetrack was over three kos in length, and the winner would be the horse which reserved its energy for the final spurt.

Up, atop the stupa, Charaka watched horse and rider with an eagle eye. He was no great rider himself, but his ability to understand and train Ashvaghosha, had surprised everyone. It shouldn’t have, for Charaka was an Ashvaka, a tribe famous throughout India for its horsemanship. Like the man himself, his training practices were also highly unorthodox, but they worked. Under his supervision, Ashvaghosha had gained rapidly in muscle, as well as speed.

Today, however, Charaka was frowning. If they had to teach this horse to pace itself, they needed to work him against another top quality horse. There was also the question of Aditya’s weight. Ashvaghosha was a little smaller than the racehorses generally used by cavalry officers, and they could do with as little weight on his back as possible. Over a distance of three kos, even a small decrease in the rider’s weight meant a much fresher horse going into the home stretch. He was already making Aditya run and exercise in the mornings, but his eating and drinking habits bothered Charaka. These worries were racing through his mind, as he watched Aditya and Ashvaghosha practice.

Meanwhile, Radha, who was standing beside him, was jubilant. There was no doubt in her mind as to which team would win this race.

Down on the grounds next to the river, Ashvaghosha had just passed the carefully arranged pile of stones that marked the end of one kos. Up ahead near the two kos mark, Rishabha waited for Aditya sitting astride another horse. This was another of Charaka’s ideas. Since they couldn’t get their hands on a top quality racing horse, they would give Ashvaghosha’s training partner a huge advantage. It would start fresh and run only for the last kos. It would also start with a lead so that, towards the end, Aditya would be forced to demand an all-out burst from Ashvaghosha.

Ashvaghosha thundered down the track and Rishabha now broke his horse into a canter. By the time Aditya and Ashvaghosha speeded past the two kos mark, the other horse was almost fifteen to twenty  gaj ahead of them, and running at full gallop.

“Steady son, steady,” Aditya spoke into Ashvaghosha’s ear, keeping his voice calm.

Horse and rider were now one. The slightest twitch of the rein, a change in the pressure of the knees or ankles, conveyed to the horse what the master wanted, while the master himself was completely in sync with the horse’s moods and energy levels. Ashvaghosha was still straining at the reins as he flew over the track. He was gaining on Rishabha’s horse with every stride.

With about half a kos left, Aditya loosened the reins and Ashvaghosha immediately took up the slack. From atop the stupa, Charaka and Radha watched the two horses go, as Ashvaghosha flew over the racetrack, rapidly eating up the lead. One moment,  he was behind the other horse and the very next moment, his neck drew level with the other’s haunches. Then, the two horses were side-by-side.

Aditya’s grip now went completely slack on the reins. He leaned over and shouted into the horse’s ears, as he bobbed up and down, his head leaning into the wind.

“Come on, son. Come on now,” he shouted over and over again.

Aditya’s excitement transferred instantly to the horse, electrifying his muscles. Running free, Ashvaghosha now pulled ahead of his rival with an ease that almost made it seem as if the other horse had been standing still all along. Aditya shouted wildly, bobbed up and down and slapped Ashvaghosha’s haunches as he whipped him into a frenzy of excitement. In the end, they streaked across the finish line almost fifteen gaj ahead of the other two.

Rishabha came over, wiping his sweat, almost intoxicated  with enthusiasm.

“Smashed it, smashed it! I didn’t even see you guys coming. The way you overtook us . . . damn!”

Radha and Charaka came sprinting up. Charaka had some jaggery and chickpea for the horse.

“Did you see that Radha? Oh boy, I tell you, I have never seen a horse like this,” panted Rishabha.

They fell upon Ashvaghosha, who was all puffed up with pride. He tossed his mane into the wind and pranced around, wiggling  his ears at everyone. They fed him lumps of jaggery, patted and kissed him over and over again, and scratched his neck. Everyone was elated.

Only Charaka was frowning. His eyebrows knotted together, lines visible on his forehead. He looked at Ashvaghosha with a critical eye, as he fed him the jaggery.

“We need a good, top quality horse Shreeman, a horse that  can test him. Otherwise, we may never know what Ashva is really capable of.”

Rishabha sobered down and they discussed what could be done. There were still two months left to go, for the races. Perhaps something could be arranged before that. Rishabha promised to ask around and then the group dispersed. Training for the day was over.

***

Rumours about the crazy training practices of a couple of impoverished students, quickly spread through the city, and word got around that a serious challenger to Sumukha had emerged. It first spread as loud discussions in Tanku’s dhaba, then as whispers among students in the gurukuls and rife speculation among the trainee monks at the Vihara next to the stupa, where Aditya trained.

It was the first time that someone from the merchant classes was taking part in the race. Sumukha was hated by large sections of the population, and the fact that the challenger was a common man, led to support pouring in. Out of all of Aditya’s supporters, the dhaba owner Tanku turned out to be  the most  vociferous.  He refused to take payments from him, and strictly forbade him from drinking. He boasted about this unknown contender to his customers, predicted his victory well in advance, and bet heavily on his winning the race. The old man was even known to drive away customers who supported Sumukha.

Egged on by Tanku’s free publicity, a groundswell of support coalesced around this ragged band. Pandi and his men turned up regularly at the training sessions and raced their horses against Aditya as instructed. When he got to know about the race, Mahinda pushed a special allowance for the horse’s diet onto Aditya and even offered him leave for the final two weeks. Charaka’s worries about a top quality training partner were also solved when both Mahinda and Navinda, offered him their best horses to train against. Even the senior Buddhist monks from the vihara turned up at one of their practice sTheir training sessions began drawing a lot of interest. Gamblers wanted to check if the horse was indeed as fast as had been reported; novice monks started hanging around in between their classes, and ordinary people turned up to see if the stories they had heard were true. Charaka was mortified by the growing crowds and soon started scheduling the sessions mid-morning, the same time as the actual race. Aditya got Mahinda’s permission for these training sessions and the others came whenever they could make it.

It was at one such practice session that a motley crowd of twenty people hung around watching. They goggled with amazement when they saw the bizarre training routine.

Practice for the day went like this: Ashvaghosha would stand at the starting position, his body quivering, muscles wound up tight, as he waited for a signal from Aditya. Meanwhile, Pandi and Rishabha would come galloping up behind them. Just when they reached level with Ashvaghosha, Charaka would cry out, Aditya would slap Ashvaghosha on the side, horse and rider would tear out like an arrow released from a bow, and they would attempt to clear the two horses in front. No sooner was this done, than the race was called off, and the whole procedure repeated all over again.

The onlookers were divided into two camps, some praising the wisdom of this move and others criticizing it. The twins said that this was to train the horse to take an early lead, while others pointed out that the horses which led at the start, were never the ones that won, for they always seemed to tire themselves out. What many of them did not know was, that thanks to the good horses they had access to, Ashvaghosha was also being raced against three different horses, each of them starting fresh at the end of one kos.

Charaka, shy as he was, did not feel the need to explain his training methods to anyone, but he was satisfied with the preparations. The horse looked in superb condition and even though he would have liked to starve Aditya down a little more, he thought they could win. Vasant Utsav was just two weeks away.

***

“You don’t need to do this, Aditya. What are you trying to prove?” asked Devika.

“Prove? I am not trying to prove anything. Why don’t you just have faith in me for once? I tell you, I can win this race,” asked Aditya.

They were meeting in the udyaan after a number of days and Aditya had just informed her about his training for the race.

“Do you even know how dangerous these races are?” she asked and then looked down at the ground, “I’ll worry about you, Aditya,” she added in that soft and utterly feminine way of hers. Her face betrayed her concern.

An instant thrill shot through his veins, every pore of his being gladdened at her voice. He caught her by her arms and gazed into her eyes.

“Nothing will happen to me, Devika. Just believe in me, that’s all I ask. Please!”

She struggled in his grasp and looked away.

“You are just being obstinate!” She puffed out her cheeks and pouted like a little girl.

Aditya immediately melted. It was like this everytime he was with her. One moment he would be on top of the world and the very next moment, he would feel lower than the dust at her feet.

“Why?” she asked, exasperation showing on her face. “Why?  Is this some childish enmity you have with Sumukha? You want to show him down—is that it? Do you really think you have a chance? He has won this race thrice in a row—he is a champion with horses. Why do you want to embarrass yourself like this?”

Aditya was suddenly irritated.

“Sumukha is nothing. He’s just an arrogant jerk; it’s only because of his father that he is where he is, otherwise . . .”

“Oh, stop it!” said Devika. “Stop badmouthing him! He’s my friend!”

Aditya grabbed hold of her hand with a firm, non-negotiable hold and pulled her towards himself.

“Then what am I, Devika?” His breathing had stopped and his eyes burned as he looked at her.

Devika reddened beautifully.

“You are . . . crazy, CRAZY!”

Aditya grabbed her by the waist and pulled her closer still.

“I love you, Devika. I hate it when you talk about him. I . . .   I really like you—you cannot understand . . .” he was blabbering senselessly now.

Devika was as stiff as a board in his arms. Her breathing became heavy. Slowly she relaxed, her head sank down against his shoulder, and she smiled to herself.

“Crazy . . .” she said softly and smiled.

To Aditya, it seemed as if time had stopped. That magical half-light of dusk, the cool evening breeze on his face, Devika’s head on his shoulders, the steady, intimate rythms of her breathing, and the overwhelming feeling of complete and utter contentment—all of this was seared into his memory. Till his dying day, he would never be certain how long that moment had lasted—it had seemed like forever.

With one hand, Aditya lightly touched her forearm, his fingers tracing intricate patterns on her skin, moving up all the way from her arms, to her shoulders, her neck and then her face. His hands came to rest on her cheek and Devika looked up at him with frightened eyes. Aditya caressed her face.

“Devika . . .” he murmured.

She looked at him, heady with emotion. Her mouth was half-open, but she did not say anything.

“Devika, will you come to the race?” he asked.

It was as if a spell had been broken. She pulled away from his embrace and looked around as if she had just woken up from a trance. They were in a secluded section of the udyaan, but it was still a public place. In a moment, before Aditya could understand what was happening, she had turned around and was running away.

“What? Devika, what happened?”

Aditya ran after her. She was running, stumbling, trying to get away from him. He reached out and caught her hand.

“Devika, what happened? Will you come?”

The same half-wild look and emphatic shakes of her head;  she didn’t meet his eyes.

“I don’t know, I don’t know—I’ll try,” she said and then in a trice, she was off again.

Aditya stood staring at her, as she ran from him. He felt terribly confused, both depressed and elated at the same time.


essions, to bless the horse and the rider.
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The Day of Reckoning

Vasant Utsav is celebrated in the month of Magh, after winter has retreated from the land and  the gardens are blooming with flowers. Goddess Saraswati is worshipped on this day and people wear yellow   in her honour. Men, women, and children adorn themselves with garlands of bright yellow marigolds and everyone mixes freely. Among the followers of Buddha, special prayers are held in the monasteries, and young monks take the day off to fly kites made of silk and bamboo.

That day had arrived. Wild celebrations gripped the citizens of Takshashila. Everyone was infected. By mid-morning, many of the larger streets were packed with crowds. Mahua flowed freely, strangers accosted each other with coloured powder, and groups of pretty young women flitted through the crowds, looking like  apsaras in their brightly-dyed yellow sarees.

Neighbours and friends exchanged greetings, and everyone made their way to the palace. The King and his family came out in a huge procession and showered the assembled multitudes with gold coins. They  were rewarded with lusty cheers in return. Later, elaborate feasts were held, as extended families and friends, all got together to eat and drink. Happy and satiated, people sat together in small groups, singing or playing on the drums, and finally started making their way to the race course outside the city, where the annual Vasant Utsav races would be held.

***

The preparations were complete. The ground had been levelled with the help of elephants and bamboo  poles had been driven  into the ground all along the track. Ropes tied across these poles delineated the track from the section for the audience. The track stretched on for a distance of one kos and was shaped like a closed ellipse. Brightly-coloured flags fluttered from two tall poles, marking the start and end points. Participants had to pass this point three times, to complete the race. An elaborate platform had been erected at one end of this ellipse, for the viewing pleasure of the King and the royal family, and separate sections had been marked out all along the outside for the nobles, the Brahmins, and the commoners. The grounds were still largely empty.

Aditya and his entire camp were present at the venue since mid-morning. One by one, other competitors arrived and the atmosphere started getting tense. The sleek and magnificent beasts, their rich trappings, and the confidence and assurance of the riders, overawed the ragged bunch of students. Only Aditya and Charaka appeared to be calm.

But it was the arrival of the reigning champion, and his magnificient black stallion that caused the greatest stir. With its glossy black coat and its muscular bearing, the horse stood at least half-a-foot taller than Ashvaghosha. It was all fired up for the race and the servants handling it were having a tough time. Sumukha himself was a picture of confidence, as he talked and laughed, surrounded by a crowd of friends and admirers.

Meanwhile, Charaka and Aditya were busy in last minute discussions. Soldiers milled about, as groups of people started trickling into the grounds, weary and elated after the morning’s celebrations.

Tanku and his ragged extended family came in and created quite a scene. High on mahua, they shouted slogans and Tanku insisted on trying to pick up Aditya on his shoulders. People around them sniggered and Aditya was particularly mortified to see Sumukha and his friends making fun of their party. Tanku was finally pacified and led away by Rishabha, but the crowd around the participants kept growing.

Many of the young monks of the vihara on the opposite side  of the Tamra Nala had become fast friends with Ashvaghosha and his rider. Naughty young kids dressed in saffron and maroon robes crowded around Ashvaghosha, patting the horse and offering it lumps of sarkara. The head monk came over to bless them.

Scores of people were hugging Aditya; Radha tied a sacred thread around his wrist, and Aditya touched Pandi’s feet, seeking his blessings. As more and more students from the University started coming up to meet them, Charaka ordered Aditya to go off alone with Ashvaghosha, and get him warmed up.

Aditya mounted the horse and took him for a light run. His eyes scanned the crowds for Devika. Mahinda and Navinda had come with their families, and they waved to him as did Tanku and his retinue, but Devika was nowhere to be seen.

By now, the ground was bursting with people and some had even climbed onto the trees to get an  uninterrupted  view.  A  lively chatter filled the air as people called out to each other and friends made bets among themselves. It was widely accepted that Sumukha, from the noble family of the Vardhanas, would win once again.

The royal family arrived, accompanied by the beating of drums and cymbals. They were greeted with cheers from the audience. The soldiers took up their positions next to the pavilion, and all  along the boundary ropes. The horses were called up to the starting line. The race was about to begin.

A problem now became apparent. There were twenty-one horses in the fray, and not enough space for all of them to stand side-by-side between the two poles which marked the starting line. The chief priest read out the rules and one by one, the soldiers led the horses of the nobles and entrants from the King’s army, to the front. Three rows of horses packed in tightly behind one another, and Aditya found himself crowded together with other commoners, students, and foreigners in the third and last line.

Standing in the audience, Charaka frowned. This was an unexpected complication. Aditya was at a terrible disadvantage. Not only did he risk getting entangled in any accidents that took place up ahead, he would also, inevitably find the road in front of him blocked. At some point, he would have to fight his way through the crowd of horses running in front of him, and it was likely to be a complicated and risky manoeuvre.

Charaka knew that in races like these, accidents were far too common. If a horse rubbed up against another when running at  top speed, it could be dislodged from its trajectory and go crashing into another horse, or into the crowd. Alternatively, one or both of the riders could be unhorsed and run over by the rush of steeds coming up behind them. Riders, who had taken the lead, would often try to block the way of horses gaining on them, and if the rider of the trailing horse was not skilful, he risked running straight into the horse in front. The forelegs of the trailing horse would then clip the hindlegs of the leading horse and both would go crashing to the ground. Aditya, being in the rear, would face all of these risks.

There was an additional dilemma. Charaka had given special training to Ashvaghosha to burst clear of his competitors at the very first signal, and now he stood with his muscles all coiled and ready to spring. But that could only lead to an accident now.

He motioned frantically in Aditya’s direction. Aditya  nodded that he understood, he should stay clear of the others, untill the field spread out a little.

It meant that he would be conceding an early lead to his rivals.

***

The horses shook their manes and stamped about. They had all been primed to run like the wind—and were hardwired to compete. Now standing crushed together in a dense mass of bodies, they were getting increasingly nervous and agitated. Sumukha’s horse, in particular, was raising hell. It snorted and neighed, bit at the horses standing next There were five false starts. Five times the more excitable horses bounded out of line, and five times they were caught and cajoled back by the soldiers minding the starting line. Finally, the horses in the front row were all in one line.

The constant buzz of the audience now quieted down to a murmur. The head priest shouted out the command and the horses exploded out of the starting line, like arrows shot into the wind. The audience burst into a roar, a throat-burning, frenzied cheering that seemed to shake the very heavens.

Within seconds, the scene became more defined. One of the larger horses in the middle of the pack had inexplicably leaned towards its left, sending its two neighbours barreling towards the audience even as the riders frantically struggled to bring them back on course. Sumukha’s horse had snatched an early lead. Individual horses were strung out behind him, while a large, indistinguishable mass of horses dominated the centre. Struggling at the rear was another knot of five horses, with Aditya and Ashvaghosha caught in between.

A huge cheer went up in the nobles’ section, while shouts and curses erupted in the commoners’ sections. Tanku cursed loudly, spitting in exasperation. He had placed huge bets on Ashvaghosha, based  partly  on  Rishabha’s  enthusiastic  stories.  He  caught hold of Sameera’s arm and shouted at him  in the vernacular, colourful language of Takshashila.

“You husband of a female ghost, didn’t you mangy mosquitoes feed the horse properly?”

Ashvaghosha was trapped, hemmed in-between two horses with a horse in front, blocking his way. The horses, all of them running at a terrific speed, now shoved and jostled against each other and the sound of hoofbeats reverberated in the air as the riders maneuvered for position, trying to break away from the pack. Under his feet, Aditya could feel Ashvaghosha’s muscles pulsating with life. The horse was running in perfect rhythm and all they needed, was an opening. It finally came when the rider to his right made a move. Going on the inside of the track, the horse slowly overtook the one in front. Aditya and Ashvaghosha now dropped into the free lane behind him, trailing the horse as it manoeuvred its way out of the crowd.

Once they had overtaken the pack, a gentle tug on the reins towards the left, and they were back on the outside, racing away from the horse they had just been following. Individual horses were now strung out in front of them with clear, wide spaces between them, all the way till a point where a mass of horses blocked the view. It was time to accelerate.

Aditya now slapped Ashvaghosha on the haunches.

“Come on, son, NOW!”

It was as if man and beast were one. Ashvaghosha erupted into a terrifying burst of speed that had been programmed into him. His hooves slammed into the ground with tremendous force, his forelegs yawned out as he reached into the air and his muscles rippled under his shiny tan skin, spreading from his haunches to his shoulders with each step. He was gobbling up the racetrack.

Spectators concentrating on the rear saw a small, muscular, brown horse overtake five horses, almost before they could register what was happening. One moment, it would be behind a horse and the very next moment, they would be running shoulder to shoulder, one horse obscuring the other. Then, in the blink of an eye, it could be seen pulling away from its pursuer. Ashvaghosha overtook five horses, one after the other, and reached the centre where another tight knot of horses was running together, covering the entire racetrack and blocking the way ahead.

In the commoner’s section, Rishabha was jumping up and down in a dense crowd of people. He was hoarse and his throat was dry from all the shouting. He looked at Charaka, who was standing pressed up against him.  Charaka’s  eyes  were  bulging  out of his face and the veins in his head were popping out, as he silently mouthed something towards Aditya. Standing where he was, things were not looking too good. Sumukha had just passed the one kos mark, while Aditya was trapped almost a third of a kos behind him. The crowd of horses all running at top speed, looked just like an accident waiting to happen. Even if Aditya could make it safely through that obstacle, would he be able to catch up with the leaders?

Meanwhile, Aditya was getting increasingly frustrated. He couldn’t see through the crowd in front and he had no idea how many horses were ahead of him. Out of the corners of his eyes, he could see that a number of horses had already passed the one-kos mark. By the time he crossed it, he was still trailing behind this mass of horses that completely blocked his way.

Standing up in the toe-loop saddle, his body draped almost around the horse’s neck, he finally saw an opening among the dense mass of bodies in front. There was a space for him to enter into the chakravyuh, but he had already decided against it. He was about to perform a very risky manoeuvre.

Aditya dropped towards the left, coming up close behind the horses riding on the outer end of the pack. They were dangerously close to the audience here. He kept on their tail and waited. The horses in front, dipped almost imperceptibly towards the right, the narrow opening between the horses and the ropes, cordoning off the audience, widened by just a shade and he decided to take the plunge. His feet dug into the sides of the horse, an unspoken signal passed between man and beast, and Ashvaghosha flung himself into the gap. They had to pass through, before it narrowed again.

Terrified screams emerged from that section of the crowd as people on  the outside pushed back. Aditya’s feet grazed against  the rope as everyone’s attention was transfixed on this section of the race. An elegant, brown horse shot through the narrow gap between the horses and the audience on the outside of the tracks, and emerged clear ahead of the group that had been blocking its way. It was all over in an instant.

A huge roar went up from the commoner’s section. Every horse in front of Aditya belonged either to the noblemen, or to the army, and now a commoner had emerged to challenge them. Every eye was on Ashvaghosha. Tanku cursed with excitement, the twins hugged each other, Rishabha jumped up and down in joy, and Charaka suddenly grew animated. He had just noticed something, and for the first time he smiled and started jabbering incoherently, shouting into Radha’s and Rishabha’s ears.

“They are standing up, they are up! Did you see it? Ashva’s ears are up!”

Ashvaghosha’s ears were standing straight up! He was  running well within himself—the best was yet to come.

There were only five horses in front of them now, and the lead horse was less than a third of a kos ahead of him. As they thundered past the two-kos mark, Aditya leaned against the horse’s ear, shouting out with all his might.

“Come on, son! Give me all you’ve got!”

He loosened the rein still further. The horse gratefully took it up, straining forward eagerly. One kos to go!

Up ahead, another little drama was playing itself out. Sumukha’s horse was in the lead, but a magnificent chestnut horse was literally snapping at its heels. The rider now decided to go for the final burst, and his horse slowly started gaining on Sumukha. With every step, it inched closer, untill finally, the two horses were running neck to neck. Murmurs of anticipation ran through the audience, for  it looked like the winner of the race was about to be decided.

Sumukha was carrying a thin, flexible strip of bamboo and   he now lashed his horse with it, spurring it into paroxysms of excitement. The two horses thundered towards the finish line, their riders screaming, shouting, cursing, and whipping their mounts. Each horse was giving its utmost. Their ears were pinned straight back, the gumsbared, and their teeth showing through with the effort.

What happened next, happened very quickly. Sumukha lashed out at his rival with the cane, lashing him across the arms. He swung the cane again as the other grabbed at his dhoti, trying to dislodge him. Bouncing on the back of their mounts, the two were locked together in furious combat, as they hurtled through the air.

Again and again and again, Sumukha lashed out with his cane. Finally, his rival got a hold of it and pulled, trying to get the cane out of his hands. Sumukha let it go and in one unfortunate moment, the contender lost his balance toppling over to the other side, right in front of the onrushing hooves of a horse that was bearing down on them from behind.

It was Ashvaghosha. With barely seconds to react, Aditya knew he would not be able to change course. He pulled at the reins and shouted at Ashwa to jump.

It all seemed to happen in slow motion. Four hundred kilos of smooth muscle, the crushing force of four hooves sailed over the unfortunate man lying dazed on the ground, and landed clear on the other side. Hundreds of throats seemed to exhale simultaneously and a gigantic ‘ooh’ arose from the crowd.

Aditya didn’t even have time to look back to see if the man  had been saved. Ashvaghosha was now almost level with Sumukha’s horse. But the horse had lost its momentum in the fight, and in an instant, Ashvaghosha had pulled ahead of it.

Aditya released the full length of the reins, urging his horse forward  into  a  final  all-out  effort.  Ashvaghosha’s  head reached forward, his legs ate up the ground and everything he had learnt in the practice sessions for pacing, now kicked into action. Sumukha tried to spur his horse forward, thrashing and beating it, but the poor beast was already spent and now Sumukha watched unbelievingly, as Aditya and Ashvaghosha pulled away from him with ease. They streamed across the finish line with a comfortable lead.

A huge uproar now rent the air. The people in the commoners’ section had gone wild for it was the first time a commoner had beaten the nobles. Fat old merchants jumped up and down, monks sprinted towards the finish line, and young and old shouted themselves hoarse. People broke through the ropes and a huge crowd invaded the track, surging towards the finish line, eager to get a glimpse of their champion. The king and his family were on their feet.

The King, who was peering animatedly at the crowds, now turned towards the captain of the guards.

“I want this boy in our household guards,” he whispered.



to it, and repeatedly bounded out of line.
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A New Opportunity

Aditya squatted in the shade of the ruined vihara, his eyes fixed on the gate that led into the  complex. It was an ancient building, broken down in places, filled with dust and rubble, and run over by stunted, thorny bushes. An entire community had once lived here and the cool, stone walls of the building had once reverberated to the chanting and prayers of hundreds of monks. Jagged and broken down in places, they now bore silent testimony to all that had passed.

A profound peace, the silence of centuries, hung in the air and the shrill cries of peacocks coming from the grove of thorn trees at the back were the only sounds that disturbed the quiet. It was an extremely hot day and a dry, listless wind had started to blow. In spite of the heat, Aditya was completely at peace. He loved this place.

Presently, there came the sound of hoofbeats and Aditya jumped to his feet. Beyond the boundary wall of the enclosure, he could see her riding up. Devika had arrived!

With a big smile on his face, he waved frantically towards her.

“Hey . . .”

She nodded back. Tethering her horse, she made her way across the paved surface, over to where he was standing.

“You ass, you’re going to get me into so much trouble,” she said conspiratorially, her words tumbling out of her mouth at frenetic pace, even as she giggled with excitement. “This is FAAAR,” she breathed, “what did you call me here for?”

“Hoohooo haahaahaahaaa, I called you here so we could be alone, my dearest,” said Aditya, “and then . . .” Aditya whispered conspiratorially even as he reached out to grab her arm.

“Oh, keep quiet,” she started giggling as she slapped his hand away. “donkey!”

Aditya was grinning, she was grinning; time and distance, and the rest of the world had ceased to exist.

“Come, I’ll show you something,” he said as he held out his hand to her.

She slipped her hand into his and he felt an electrifying thrill pass through his entire body. How strange this woman, who would offer him her hand in an instant, who would talk to him for hours and hours, who would laugh at all his jokes, and yet would never admit that she loved him. How strange this relationship, he thought to himself, as he led her towards the main prayer hall of the vihara.

It  was  a  long,  rectangular,  multi-pillared  hall.  On  one side, the wall had fallen in and beams of sunlight illuminated the cool, cavernous interiors. The floor was overgrown with wild grass and weeds, and a huge pile of rubble lay towards the left. Deep into the hall, shrouded by the gloom was a gigantic statute of Shakyamuni, the features conveying a sense of peace and serenity among the ruins.

Devika hesitated right at the entrance.

“Noo . . . it’s too dirty,” she said crinkling her nose in disgust.

“Would you like me to get a palanquin for you, princess?” he asked, teasing her with exaggerated courtesy.

“No, there will be snakes here . . . it’s dangerous,” she whispered looking at the grass.

“There are no snakes here; I’ve been here a thousand times,” he whispered back. “Come on, I want to show you something.”

There was a distressed look on her face.

“Oh come on baba, please! I want to show you something,” he said.

But she shook her head and held a hand over her nose. It was clear from her expression that she didn’t find ancient buildings very enticing. She could be so stubborn sometimes!

“Look, you will like it . . . just come,” he pleaded with her.

In response, she crinkled her nose and shook her head.

“No no, you go, I’ll see it from here,” she said.

Aditya was at a loss. All his plans were unraveling around him. He had planned to please her; to show her something new and amusing. Every moment that she spent with him, was meant to be happy and memorable—not like this!

“Okay, fine,” he let go of her hand and advanced right into the middle of the hall. “Watch this.”

“Devika!” he shouted out. His voice echoed and boomed across the enclosed space.

“Devika!”

“Devika!!”

“Devika!!!” came back the echoes.

Aditya grinned in delight and then let out another shout

“Devika!”

“Devika!!”

“Devika!!!”

He looked back. She was smiling but she was also rushing him.

“Okay now, come, come . . . let’s get out of here,” she said.

Aditya stared at her in dismay. What was wrong with this girl? He would do everything he could, to make her feel special. They had such great times together. She would call him to meet her and then sometimes she would just turn around and behave as if he did  not matter to her at all. As if he was imposing himself on her.

It had just been three days since he had won the race, and had boasted of his exploits to her. It was just yesterday—she had seemed so happy then. He had drunk in every exclamation of surprise, every word of praise that had emerged from her lips. Yet, at the end of it she had fought with him. She did not like his decision to join the King’s household guards. She could not understand why he would give up such a high paying trader’s job, to be an ordinary soldier. It still bothered him. Did she not have faith in him—in his ability to rise through the ranks? Could she not stand by him; support him in his decisions? Was money that important?

Aditya did not feel like it, but he put on a smile and rushed over to her. All he wanted was for her to have a good time.

***

At the very moment when Aditya was showing Devika the antics of the peacocks in the abandoned vihara, Pandi was making his way through the streets of New Takshashila. He was headed towards Mahinda’s house.

When he got there, he was received with elaborate courtesy by Mahinda’s wife. His host was not at home, but it was really Navinda whom he had come to meet. He was led to a cool, dark ante-chamber, and an old retainer came in, carrying a large copper plate which had an oil lamp, a cup of shikanji, and some sweets on it. The room came into view in the flickering golden light and Pandi could make out, the interesting collection of odds and ends that decorated its four walls. This was evidently the room reserved for meeting guests. The usual puppets from Matsya were there, as were the rather ugly-looking ceramic dolls from Cina that had now become obligatory in rooms like these. He was just trying to remember the name of a musical instrument from Persia that hung on the opposite wall, when Navinda stepped in.

“Pandiiiiiiii, so good to see you! How come?” said Navinda, and without waiting for an answer continued, “You looked fully charged up at the race; did you go drinking afterwards?”

“Shreeman,” Pandi rose to his feet and was immediately enveloped in a bear hug. “We celebrated like crazy. What a race Shreeman, what a race! Aditya is god-gifted.”

“He is gifted, no doubt. But it is your magic at work that has turned him into a champion, Pandi!”

“I don’t know about that, Shreeman. As far “Pandi, if people like you and me also start becoming so humble and retiring, what will happen to the world, yaar? It will become a dreadfully boring place.” Navinda leaned back against the wall and continued, more sober this time, “He has talent no doubt, but to win this type of race, requires much more than just talent. It requires character, Pandi; and that’s what you have given him. You have taught him well.”

“Hmm, he’s definitely changed a lot Shreeman. Actually, I wanted to talk to you about him.”

“About Aditya?”

“Yes, Shreeman, he wants to join the army.”

“Which army?”

“Takshashila’s army. He has been asked to join the  household guards. They say King Ambhi himself asked for him. ”

“Really? King Ambhi’s household guards? Has he discussed this with Mahinda?”

“No. He wanted me to talk to you, as he thought you might be offended. He is obviously very thankful for all that you have done.”

“So why didn’t he ask me himself?”

“I don’t know. Maybe he has too much respect for you.”

Navinda considered this for a moment.

“Hmm . . . well, I don’t have a problem with him joining the army, Pandi. I just hope he has thought it through.” A glimmer now came into Navinda’s eyes, “If this is the life he wants, why don’t you take him as a lieutenant under you? With you around, he will be safe and he will see the world.”

Pandi shook his head.

“Not this boy. He wants to make it on his own, plus he is desparate to gain respect in society. He’ll never settle as a mercenary.”

“Well, he can get the riches and respectability he wants by being a merchant as well. Mahinda was telling me he has shown a lot   of promise. Why would he want to chuck all of this away to be a common soldier?”

“You know him as well as I do, Shreeman! There is something in him that will never be happy as a merchant, no matter how successful he is. I understand you want to protect him, but we have to allow him to go his own way”

“So you support his decision?”

“Yes, I do. I was very happy when he told me. I always knew this is the line for him. With the talents he has, the things he enjoys—it would be a waste if he chooses safety and security over being a soldier. It’s what he was born for.”

“If you say so, Pandi, but ask him to come and talk to me. I just want to make sure that this decision has been well thought out.”

“I will tell him Shreeman. It’s just that he feels very obligated to you and didn’t want to appear ungrateful by just throwing away the job you got him.”

Navinda was smiling as he shook his head.

“I tell you, Pandi, it’s amazing how mature the boy has become. After seeing the race, I was convinced that Aditya has the heart that his brother had, but now I realize he has more—he has a subtlety and sensibility that Ajeet never had.”

So it was decided. Aditya had everyone’s blessings. Ten days later, he joined the army.


as I can see, he did it all by himself.”
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Evolution

Aditya settled perfectly into his new job, and time flew by. Before he knew it, almost eight months had passed since the Vasant Utsav races. A lot had happened in this duration. Navinda had returned to Pataliputra, Pandi had settled down in Takshashila, and on Aditya’s recommendation, Rishabha now had a part-time job as an accountant and book-keeper with Mahinda’s firm. Aditya himself had received a promotion after having caught Maharaj Ambhi’s eye during a royal hunting expedition. He was now an officer.

Everything had changed, and yet some things remained the same. Sameera, the twins, and Rishabha continued to meet at Tanku’s and argued passionately about issues affecting the nation, while neglecting their own studies. Tanku was still the same smelly, cantankerous, vulgar old man. Charaka still worked  on his never-ending treatise on medicine. Devika and Aditya still had their rendezvous in the udyaan, and Radha still scolded Aditya for each and everything. Rishabha, as always, retained the habit of getting drunk and getting into trouble.

Things had, overall, turned out for the better, particularly for Aditya. After many years, he had finally attained some measure of stability. He had recently been promoted to the position of an officer of the guards. The pay was good and he loved his job. As a gentleman soldier, he spent only two days every week on duty, while the rest of his time was whiled away on indolence and drinking. It was a lifestyle he loved. Most mornings, he would exercise with his fellow soldiers, while the evenings were spent either meeting Devika, or training under Pandi. In short, life was tranquil and rosy.

Pandi too, was contented with his life. One of his former students, a nobleman, had offered to donate land for him to set up a gurukul, and Pandi had accepted the offer. He hung up his mercenary boots, and was now making quite a name for himself as the leading instructor of khadga fighting  in Takshashila. His days were packed with classes and fights, and his nights were spent drinking and carousing. After over thirty years spent drifting through various kingdoms, he was even thinking of marrying  and settling down for the third time.

Perhaps the only unhappy ones were the students. Rishabha, Radha, and the twins had thrown themselves wholeheartedly into Acharya Chanakya’s movement for the political unification of Bharatvarsha. They argued passionately in Tanku’s dhaba, organized debates in the kautuhalshala, collected funds for the cause, and addressed friends and strangers about the urgent need for a united nation. In keeping with the  Bharatiya temperament, nothing concrete came out of these discussions, and the majority of the population remained apathetic and indifferent.

This was how things stood one year after the horse race, which had completely changed Aditya’s life. Everything seemed perfect, but Aditya was far from contented.

***

Aditya and Rishabha sat on the terrace, drinking. All around them was silence. It was night-time and the city was asleep. Rows upon rows of walls and rooftops spread out before them, glistening a ghostly grey in the moonlight. Here and there, tiny pinpoints of light pierced through the oceans of darkness that had swallowed up the earth. It was as if they were the only two people who lived in the whole wide world.

They had been drinking since evening and Aditya was in a strange mood. He was sitting bent over his cups, while Rishabha sat on the very edge of the terrace, dangling his feet over the parapet, as he stared into the darkness. Anger was rapidly building up inside him, but he kept quiet.

“I love her, Rishabha,” Aditya announced for the umpteenth time that night, “I love her; we could be so happy, you know! I held her in my arms for so long today—she loves me brother . . .” he continued, “she has promised to get sweets for me . . . I might share with you, if you behave!”

All he wanted to do was talk about Devika. He was mad at her but still couldn’t stop talking about her. He wanted to mention her name, to be asked about her, to be pressed for details, but Rishabha was being stangely uncommunicative.

Finally, Aditya snapped.

“What’s wrong with you? What the hell am I drinking with you for? Here I am, sharing my troubles with you, and you are not even bothered! Then what the hell are you doing here?”

“What am I doing here? Listening to the same old stories everyday . . . that’s what!” Rishabha’s voice was rising. “And I’m fed up. Devika-this-Devika-that! If you have something new to tell me, then tell me. Else to hell with her!”

Aditya made a face as if he was outraged.

“To hell with her? Saale, I listen to all your stories, your idiotic ideas and impractical theories, and now you start behaving this way with me? Go then, I won’t tell you.”

“Okay, tell me . . . what?”

“Forget it, go to hell.”

“Okay, tell me, tell me . . . I know you’re just dying to spill it out. Well, go on then.”

Aditya was delighted. He immediately vomited out all the details of their meeting in the evening, but it wasn’t any fun. Rishabha was just not in the mood. He wasn’t even responding appropriately.

Later, something of Rishabha’s mood rubbed off on him and he too, lapsed into a deep silence. He loved her. How much he love her! Could she not see it? Why was she behaving like this?

His head slumped on his shoulders and he let out a deep sigh.

“Rishabha, I am a pativrata. I am really a pativrata,” he announced loudly.

“Yes,” agreed Rishabha somberly. “You mean patnivrat, right?”

“Yes, that’s what I mean. Rishabha, I am a patnivrat. I could never love anybody else. I swear, as long as I live, I cannot even look at another girl again.”

“I know, I know.”

“Rishabha, you know if I get her, I will settle down, I will start a new life, I promise.”

“Hmm . . .”

“I’m serious Rishabha. I am a serious guy. You know I am a serious guy, don’t you? I take things so seriously.”

“You are serious brother, you are dead serious,” agreed Rishabha solemnly.

“I mean, Devika thinks I’m just a funny guy but you know how serious I am, don’t you?”

Rishabha was now warming up to the subject. “Serious? You are the best, brother, best . . . I mean, who is she?”

“Who is she? She is Devika.”

“She is a nobody, NOBODY . . . you, my friend, are the horse racing champion of Takshashila, the pride of the people. Don’t you remember how people lifted you up on their shoulders and carried you around the track after the race?”

“Yes, that’s right!” It was becoming clear to him now. “I am a champion,” thought Aditya to himself and smiled.

“You are a champion,” Rishabha repeated. He was growing louder and louder with every sentence, “And she is a nobody—I tell you! In fact, I don’t even like her: I hate her!”

“What?” Aditya was surprised by the vehemence in Rishabha’s voice. “What do you mean?”

“What is she doing? What is she doing brother? Why does she keep you hanging? How can she spend so much time with you and yet not love you? What does sheAditya was stung by the accusations. Even more so because they struck a chord in his own heart.

“It’s not like that; she is a really nice girl at heart. You don’t know her. Her parents are putting pressure on her to marry Sumukha and so she is confused. I know her brother, and she is a very clean-hearted girl. She is just a little confused and shy.”

“Clean-hearted? Doesn’t she know your feelings? She is treating you like dirt and you are defending her? It is the height of stupidity.”

Aditya sank into silence. He put his head in his hands and  was lost in his thoughts.

Rishabha sprang up.

“Baah, enough of this nonsense. You tell me, do you want her? Do you want her or not? You just say it—we will abduct her. Rakshasa vivaha!” He said, punching his finger into the air for emphasis.

He was almost shouting.

“No! Don’t be stupid—I will not do anything against her will,” said Aditya.

“Baah . . . grmmpffff idiot!” said Rishabha in disgust.

“Quiet, you scoundrels! We are trying to get some sleep  here,” came a voice out of the darkness.

“Oh, you shut up Piyush,” Rishabha shouted back.

“I want her yaar, I really want her,” groaned Aditya.

“Then take her na, why’re you disturbing our sleep?”

And so it continued, till early the next morning.


 want, after all! God, she disgusts me.”
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Alexander ‘The Great’

As the two friends talked into the night, little did they know that their own lives were soon  about to take another dramatic turn,  for  history  was  on the march and the world around them was already changing.

From beyond the Himalayas, a vast and invincible horde of Yavanas, Pahlavas, Shakas, and Bahlikas had appeared on the frontiers of Bharatvarsha, bringing death and destruction in its wake. Entire tribes of Kambojas had been slaughtered, cities sacked and burnt to the ground, homes plundered, and cattle captured. With fire and sword, the invaders advanced relentlessly onwards, even as the border tribes of the Asvakayanas now resolved to block the invader.

On the very night that Aditya and Rishabha were drinking, life-and-death struggles were unfolding less than a hundred kos away from Takshashila. Here, in the mountain fortress of Maskavati, a hastily-assembled army of Asvakayanas now congregated, awaiting the coming of the storm.

They did not have to wait for long, for the very next day, they received signs of the enemy’s arrival. Towards evening, the sky started glowing a fiery orange colour and soon, dense columns   of smoke could be seen rising to the heavens from a number of different points along the horizon. The sky was filled with the screeching of countless birds that flew round and round in alarm. The Greeks were coming!

It was night by the time they arrived. Individual companies of scouts came first, lightly armed cavalry and skirmishers. These were followed by others and those by still others, rows upon rows upon rows of dark, menacing shadows that engulfed the skyline like a dense mass of locusts. In the background, the fires glowed ever brighter as darkness fell, bellowing out reddish black plumes of smoke that threatened to block out the moon and the stars. Every village in the vicinity was burning.

All along the ramparts of the fort, a crush of bodies crowded together, looking out over this deluge of nations that had descended upon their valley. Lost amongst this crowd was the teenager Partha, his heart bursting with excitement as he desperately tried to push his way to the front. Desperate to get a glimpse of the enemy,  he wriggled and squeezed through legs and elbows, and had just gotten to the front when a hand reached out through the crowd and grabbed hold of his arm.

“Come on, you must get your sleep, we’ll see this tomorrow.”

It was his  elder  brother  Sudeepa.  Meekly,  Partha  followed as Sudeepa led him home. There was no fighting that night, but Partha’s eyes still could not find rest for the longest time.

***

He was woken up early the next morning by his brother.

“What happened? Have they attacked?” he asked groggily. A huge kettledrum was beating steadily in the background.

“Not yet, but its coming. Every able-bodied man has to be  at the walls. How can you sleep through this?” asked Sudeepa with  an incredulous face. Then he continued, “A messenger has already come and gone, asking us to surrender, but King Ashvakasena has refused.”

Partha staggered about, half in sleep as he searched for his weapons and then followed his brother into the streets. Outside, the scene was chaotic. The lanes were jammed with people. Women and children crowded into the temples and monasteries, where special prayers had been organized, while parties of soldiers pushed through the crowds, rushing to the walls.

“Out of the way, out of the way,” shouted a captain as a group of horsemen waded into the crowd, scattering people right and left before them.

Arriving at the outer walls of the fort, they saw the huge mounds of earth that had recently been dug up to shore up the defences at a number of places. Massive pyramids of stones, stacks of lumber, and piles of javelins lay about in haphazard fashion. Men were rushing up and down from the bastions, and the ground underneath, had been churned up by the constant tramping of men and horses.

“You—Sudeepa, where the hell have you been?” boomed a voice from the ramparts. It was their chieftain, Subuddhi.

“I was just bringing my brother along, Shreeman. We got . .  .” Sudeepa tried to explain.

Subuddhi wasn’t waiting for his answer.

“All right, all right,” he said with a dismissive wave of his hands. “Send him to join those men; we need stones up here.”

Partha joined a group of men transporting a pile of assorted rocks up to the ramparts. These would be hurled down at the enemy when the inevitable attack came. Grunting and groaning, with his back straining against the weight, the teenager worked at it all morning, making multiple trips up and down the wall, till a halt was called. Then, he ran up to join his brother, who was chatting with  a number of soldiers near the massive doors of the fort. Rumours were flying thick and fast. Some said a million foreigners had come to the valley, while others said that the enemy did not have enough food to support everyone. If they could hold out long enough, the enemy would be forced to raise the siege.

“Come,” said Sudeepa, pointing with his fingers, “I’ve been assigned up there.”

Partha followed his brother up to the wall, where an awe-inspiring sight greeted his eyes. The entire valley was dotted with tents. Four huge platforms built of wood and covered in hide, towered over the camp as Greeks, Persians, Bactrians, and Scythians scurried about like so many ants. The sheer scale of the attack they were now facing, finally hit him.

Sudeepa, who was looking out over his brother’s head, felt  the breath catch in his throat.

“This is bound to end badly,” he muttered under his breath.

Partha on the other hand, was terribly excited. It was the very first battle of his life.

***

Up on the ramparts, archers were constantly shooting at the Greeks, who, under the cover of shields had advanced quite close to the walls and were digging ditches. These were to be used as sallying points for the final attack.

Towards late afternoon, there were signs of increased activity all over the Greek lines. The ditches started filling up. Officers on horseback rode up and down, shouting commands.

In the Indian camp, kettledrums started roaring like thunder. Men rushed to the ramparts. Every available gap in the citadel bristled with archers. Cauldrons full of hot oil were brought up. Each party knew that an attack was about to come, and many anxious moments of waiting followed.

Finally, with yells and hurrahs all up and down the line, swarms of Bactrians, Persians, and Greeks poured out of the ditches. Terrifying battlecries, screams, and pleas for mercy filled the air, arrows rained down, and the field was enveloped in the din and clamour of battle. In the front rows of the attack, were captives from the surrounding villages, who were being made to carry ladders and extra shields for the Greeks. Terrified and defenceless, these wretched people cried out for mercy to the men on the walls. But mercy was not to be had today. Spears cut into them from behind and arrows rained down from above. They screamed, fell, got up, dashed again towards the walls and died in droves.

Every man caught up in that mad frenzy had only one thought on his mind—to get to the safety of the walls. Private Philotas too, was caught up in this mad rush. Shouting and screaming with a throat-burning intensity, blind with terror, he rushed along with his shield held up overhead, hardly able to see anything in front as he ran, pushed, and stumbled towards the walls. Deadly sharp-tipped arrows whizzed about; they thudded into his shRunning against this murderous barrage, Philotas stumbled on a body and fell to his knees. He was immediately knocked flat by the man coming up behind him. People were running into him from behind, pushing him down and trampling over him, but Philotas somehow struggled to his feet and ran on.

Miraculously, he made it to the walls without a scratch. Nearby, a scaling ladder had just been thrown up. A Persian officer stood next to it, and was shouting out commands that got lost in the all-pervading din. Bellowing out curses and orders, the officer took Philotas by the arm and literally pushed him onto the ladder. With no time to think, Philotas clambered up. Only then did he realize that he had lost his shield in the confusion of his fall.

Up on the ramparts, Sudeepa was firing away into the dense crowds rushing onto the walls. Sweat dripped off his body, his jaw was clenched tight and his hands shook compulsively. But it did not matter, for the tightly packed mass of bodies made it almost impossible to miss. He was hitting someone every time he fired. Yet, for every one person he hit, five more soldiers rushed forward to fill in the gap. They just kept coming and coming, like an  army of ants.

Scaling ladders had come up all along the walls and one had come up very close to where he was standing.

“There. There. Get those ones!” he shouted to his brother, pointing towards it.

Then, closing one eye, he pulled back on the bowstring, taking aim at the first man up the ladder. Meawhile, Partha, who had been standingholding a huge cauldron of hot oil, now sprang into action. He and his partner, another young boy of his age, staggered towards Sudeepa, balancing the enormous pot between them, by means of a sturdy wooden stick.

“Out of the way, out of the way!” they shouted as they heaved their burden through the throngs of soldiers.

Down below on the ladder, Private Philotas cowered behind the body of the man climbing above him, but here too, the fates had other things in store for him. The man on top was struck by a rock and he fell on Philotas, who, in turn was dislodged from the ladder, falling twelve feet down to the ground.

He landed on his side. His shoulder crumpled in and the wind was knocked out of his ribs. For a moment, he lay there stunned, as arrows thudded into the ground all around. Luckily for him,  the archers on the battlements were concentrating on the men climbing the ladders. Fortune had saved him once again, for just at that moment, someone threw boiling oil on the soldiers who were still on the ladder. Shrieking in agony, a whole bunch of soldiers dropped like flies and lay writhing in torment on the ground below.

The archers on the walls above, now started aiming at these fallen men. Bloodcurdling screams of pain rent the air, as arrows rained upon them. One of them had gotten up and was flailing about blindly. He let out a non-stop howl of pain that turned men’s hearts to mush and sucked away the courage of everyone around. An arrow thudded into his neck, but instead of killing him, it turned his wail into a hideous, gurgling plea for mercy. A crimson stream of blood spurted out, even as he continued flopping about like a fish out of water. Finally, he was put out of his agony by another merciful arrow.

Meanwhile, the Indians had toppled the ladder and a number of soldiers were trying to raise it once again. Philotas, taking advantage of this distraction, clambered to his feet and running to the wall,  he pressed himself against it. This was the safest spot available. Cowering in terror, he now realized that there was another person taking shelter there—a Bactrian archer.

“Where’s your bow?” he shouted at the Bactrian.

 “Chi?” said the Bactrian.

“Can you understand Greek?” Philotas shouted back.

The Bactrian let lose a volley of gibberish. Philotas could not understand a single word. He was stuck there, spread-eagled against the walls of the fort, with a terrified Bactrian for company till night eventually fell, allowing them to sneak back to camp.

Meanwhile, up on the ramparts, King Ashvakasena was studying the battlefield. Exposed, dithering, and with piles of bodies building up in front of the walls, the attack was losing momentum. This  was the instant that could decide everything. He turned towards  the officers surrounding him, and motioned towards the cavalry assembled at one of the small sally gates below.

Within minutes, the gates were thrown open and a force of three hundred horses charged out of the fort. They fell upon the attacking infantry and drove them back. It was the final straw and the attack broke as the Greeks threw down their weapons and ran back to camp. A terrible slaughter ensued, as the Indian cavalry cut them to pieces.

***

The first attack had been beaten back, and so were the second, the third, and the fourth, as well as all the attacks that came after them. For nine days and nights, this small fortress held out  against the innumerable hordes of Alexander.

The siege was bloody, the defence stubborn, and the attacks relentless. On the third day, Alexander himself was wounded when an arrow struck him in the ankle. On the fifth day, King Ashvakasena was killed, shot through the heart by one of the gigantic arrows issuing from the siege engines. His mother, Kripi, now took up command of the forces and the battle raged on. As more and more of the defenders fell, women took up arms, standing shoulder to shoulder with the men to defend the walls.

Men fell in droves before the walls of the city. Realizing the futility of this bloodletting, Alexander again offered terms to the tribesmen. Dispirited by the loss of their chief and advised by Kripi, they settled for a truce. The Asvakayanas handed over the fort to the Greeks, and started making their way out of the city, for Alexander had sworn to allow them safe passage.

But it was not to be. Having gained possession of the city through his fraudulent oaths, Alexander set out after the tribesmen and pounced upon them, while they were on the road along with their wives and children. Every last one of them was put to the sword, but the great conqueror’s thirst for revenge was not quenched. Even the buildings of Maskavati were burnt and razed to the ground and the city was reduced to rubble.

Out of the entire population of Maskavati, it was said that only one person survived, a young boy called Partha. Alexander ‘The Great’ had arrived in India, and rivers of blood were about to flow.


ield and fell to the earth all around him.
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Enemy at the Gates

It was at the start of winter that the first rumours about the invaders started filtering into Takshashila. Soon, bands of refugees started showing up at the borders of Gandhara. They brought with themselves tales of atrocities, of unspeakable barbarity, and of a vast, bloodthirsty horde that destroyed everything in its path. The cities of Maskavati, Arigaon, Pushkalavati and Aranya Pura had been sacked and burnt to the ground. Men, women, and children had been murdered in cold blood in Maskavati and Aranya Pura, after surrendering against oaths of amnesty.

As the barbarian army swept through the border kingdoms of Bharatvarsha, this trickle of refugees soon turned into a flood. Cartloads of people and bundles joined together in long, endless columns that poured across the borders of Gandhara, crossing over the Indus in wave after wave. These dishevelled and terrified refugees now made their way towards the capital, Takshashila, bringing chaos and upheaval in their wake.

Outside the gates of the city, the refugees clamoured to be   let into the safety of the citadel but Maharaj Ambhi, seeing the potential for disorder, refused. Bitter and desperate, the refugees now squatted on every available piece of land. Almost overnight, an entire city sprang up on the other side of the Tamra Nala.

The condition of their camp was pitiful. People lived in the open, sitting or sleeping on their bundles and boxes. Impossible houses constructed with bits and pieces of scavenged bricks and wood, and cloth sprang up everywhere. An all-pervading stink hung in the air. Women washed vessels in the stream, naked children ran about everywhere, and men with nothing to do, and no prospects, hung about in groups, discussing and arguing among themselves, trying to come to grips with a world that had changed overnight. Fistfights broke out frequently and the people’s mood fluctuated alternately between rage and apathy.

The miserable, helpless state of the refugees caused outrage  in Takshashila. Long united by bonds of kinship, language, and culture, the sympathy of the common people lay firmly with the hapless Kambojas, Pakhtas, and Kats. The monks of the vihara instructed their followers to donate food and clothing to the refugees. Students and teachers at the University, many of them Pakhtas or Kambojas themselves, took the lead in organizing relief efforts. One of the most senior teachers in Takshashila, Acharya Pundarikaksha petitioned the King to grant land to the refugees and settle them in Gandhara.

Meanwhile, wild rumours about the coming of the storm  swept through the city. Public opinion had been shocked at the destructiveness and cruelty of the Yavana army and now, as this danger knocked on the very doors of Gandhara, the rumours grew ever more urgent and fantastic. Many believed that the Yavanas were not men, but Rakshasas. They were said to eat human flesh and gain supernatural powers at night. Such tales spread by word of mouth in the markets, the gurukuls, the taverns, and even in the corridors of power.

Within the cosmopolitan student body of Takshashila, feelings were running particularly high. One faction of students agitated to send a force from Gandhara for the assistance of the beleaguered border kingdoms. Another influential group led by Acharya Chanakya had sent emissaries all across India, urging the different ganarajyas to unite in the face of this threat. The Yavanas had brought with them, the winds of change, and a period of trouble loomed on the horizon.

As often happens in our part of the world, the rulers slept blissfully through all this, while the population simmered and the enemy advanced steadily towards Takshashila. Winter turned into spring and the enemy was at the gates. Things were bound to come to a boil.
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Utthisht Bharata

It was late afternoon and the sun hung low in the western sky like an angry ball of fire. With the  last of its remaining strength, it beat down its bloodthirsty, scorching rays on the backs of the five students who sat in a semi-circle on the ground. They were at Pandi’s gurukul on the wide, flat stretch of ground adjoining the Takshashila stupa. A duel was in progress.

The three students instinctively bunched together as they advanced; their bodies taut and the khadgas gripped tight in their outstretched arms. Aditya bounded up to meet them, stopping just outside the range of their swords. He started swinging his khadga in an arc ahead of him; creating a perimeter of slashing steel around himself. There was an infinitesimal pause as the opponents sized each other up. Ever so slowly, the three attackers started detaching themselves from each other, spreading outwards and away, in a bid to encircle their target.

A macabre dance was set in motion. His opponents were like a snake that had coiled itself in a semi-circle around him. Each time the head of the snake got close, Aditya would charge furiously towards it, driving it back under the weight of his onslaught. Even as the head backpedalled rapidly, the tail would charge towards him from behind. Aditya would then disengage from the head and charge the other end of the semi-circle, driving it back even as the head recovered and tried to rush him again. They were stuck in a stalemate. The three were looking for an opening, but so far, Aditya had managed to keep them at a distance with the speed and force of his charges.

The attackers had every reason to be circumspect, for they were practicing with real swords and Aditya was the best sword fighter in the class. Sooner or later, one of the parties would have to advance within range of the other’s sword and the onus was on the attackers, since they were more in number. Meanwhile, Aditya kept just out of their reach, even as he moved up and down the line, first threatening one and then another, preventing them from breaking out and encircling him.

Pandi stood on one side, his head cocked. The students on the ground watched in absolute silence, waiting for one of the players to roll the dice. Unlike the sword fighting scenes in the local Natya parties, in real life, most khadga fights are short and brutish. All it takes to end a fight is one false stroke followed by one true one. At most, there might be an additional stroke required, to end the job like a professional. The spectators knew this and they kept their eyes peeled, waiting for the first move that would set everything off. One of them poked the other in the ribs.

“Wanna bet?”

“On whom?” the other one whispered back hoarsely, his eyeballs dancing in tandem with the fight.

A grim dance was playing out in the middle, a lioness holding off a pack of jackals.

“I’ll bet on Aditya.”

“No . . .” said the other.

Just then, one of the attackers lost patience. As Aditya charged at the student on his right, the attacker on his extreme left closed in with intent. Aditya immediately disengaged, but instead of charging straight left, he backpedalled at an angle, moving slightly backwards even as he moved left. His attacker now made a fatal mistake. By moving left at an angle, Aditya had moved out of his range, and when his khadga shot forward, it sliced through the air just inches away from Aditya’s stomach.

As soon as it passed him, Aditya reached forward and slapped the attacker’s wrist with the flat of the khadga, pushing the sword onto the student in the middle who also had been rushing forward. This student was now undone by his own momentum, even as he reared back at the last minute, trying to avoid the naked blade of his teammate. By then, Aditya had already withdrawn his own sword in a backhanded slash and delivered a mock cut right across the neck of the student on the extreme left.

“That’s out.  You’re  dead. And  you’ve been  slashed by your friend’s sword,” cried out Pandi pointing at the two students.

Things had moved very fast. Aditya was now at the extreme left of the group and the mock-dead attacker was between him and the other two. Immediately, he delivered a powerful kick and pushed his erstwhile attacker on to the student in the middle, sending him reeling back. Turning rapidly, he now rushed at the student on the extreme right who too, had moved in close. In his hurry, Aditya lost his balance and stumbled forward with his head extended forward and his khadga pointing towards the ground. By dropping his sword, he had violated one of the most fundamental rules of khadga fighting. His defence was wide open.

The student on the right immediately made a slash for his head. But it was a trap. As his opponent swung the sword, Aditya’s entire torso straightened up and curved backwards, his head jerked back, while his arms and the khadga rose straight up off the ground, stopping only inches short of his opponent’s groin.

“You’re out,” shouted Acharya again and now it was one against one, and that too a supposedly injured fighter attacking. Aditya soon got the better of him.

In truth, this whole sequence of events was over in a matter of moments. It had happened so fast that the novices were not able to appreciate the strategy and cunning behind what they had seen. All they saw was magic. Aditya had somehow materialized on the extreme left of the pack and being in this lucky position, he had not only turned his opponent’s stroke against the one in the middle, but had used this man as a shield to be pushed against the others. By luck and reflexes, he had recovered from a stumble and made short shrift of the student on the right and so on. It was only Pandi who could appreciate the cunning and agility that had set up the victory.

Later, after all the other students had left, Pandi and Aditya sat on the steps of the great stupa analyzing the fight. Pandi told Aditya about the unnecessary risks he had taken and how he could have done things better. However, now that the fight was over, Aditya’s mind was clearly elsewhere.

“How many people have you killed in your life Acharya?” he asked.

“I’ve killed a few. Why?”

“You must have killed a lot of people.”

“Yes, I have, but I have always avoided it as much as I can,” he saw the crestfallen look on Aditya’s face and continued, “perhaps you would prefer it if I told you I have killed a hundred and defeated two hundred?”

“No, Acharya. It’s not that. I just wanted to hear stories from your youth. Did you ever kill anyone and regret it later?”

“A few times, Aditya, but it has not happened in the last ten years. When I was younger, I was stupid, insecure and puffed up with pride and I was always getting into fights. But not anymore. These days I only draw my sword if mine or my men’s life is in danger. I hope you too will try to avoid fights, Aditya- never draw your sword over trivial matters.”

“But why?”

“Because this skill is not given to you for petty reasons. The khadga is a responsibility, Aditya. The kind of skill you have with the khadga, not everyone has it. Your friends don’t have it, your classmates don’t, only you have been given this skill and you must use it to protect and uphold the rights of those who cannot do so themselves. In fact, when you have this level of mastery over the khadga, it also becomes your responsibility to make sure that your opponent is not killed, even iAditya reflected on this for a moment and his face darkened.

“That’s not the way the world works, Acharya.”

“No, it doesn’t. But with all the evil in it, the world is not all bad. There is a lot of good in the world as well, for nature believes in balance. You too will have to decide, everytime you draw your sword—what will you use it for? Will you use your khadga to protect the weak and the powerless? Or will you use it to prey upon them, as so many do these days? Believe me, Aditya, time after time you will be faced with situations where you will be forced to choose between different alternatives, and I do hope you will make the right choice, always.” Pandi paused for a bit and then continued, “Remember one thing Aditya, you can win neither love nor respect at the point of a sword.”

“Then how does one win respect Acharya? I am earning well. I am a Captain of the King’s household guards and I have achieved all this on my own. But the world still respects Sumukha because he has more money, because he is from a noble family. That never seems to change . . .”

Pandi put his arms around Aditya’s shoulders and smiled.

“This is about Devika, isn’t it?”

“Not really, Acharya, but sometimes I wonder,” Aditya shook his head.

“Aditya, there is too much anger in you—you have to let it go. You will never ever become a master swordsman, unless you master yourself and your feelings.”

“But what is the problem with feelings? Should we not stick up for our honour? Sumukha badmouths me to Devika and her father, and they listen to him because he is rich and powerful. I too, come from a noble family, but I have achieved everything on my own. Then why am I looked down upon?”

“I don’t know, Aditya, but I know you. You want respect but intimidation and force will get you only fear and resentment, they can never get you respect. That comes from character, from a lifetime of choices made and actions taken. That’s what you should fight for.”

“Then how does one get a girl’s respect, Acharya? Sometimes it just seems to me that girls are illogical, selfish, and stupid.”

“No, they are not. Have you ever thought of Radha as stupid or selfish?”

“Radha is different. She is . . . one of us.”

“No, this is not about us or them. You can abuse women all you want, but the truth is that all humans act in the same manner. We never see the value of things we get easily in life. If someone is very nice to you and makes themselves available to you all the time, you will naturally start devaluing them. On the other hand, you will crave for that, which is not easily available.”

Aditya cringed. There seemed to be some unspoken accusation in Pandi’s tone.

“If you want Devika, stop pursuing her, give her time to think things through, give her space to feel your absence. Also, don’t  be a damned fool! Stop trying to impress her by getting her these expensive gifts. The person who likes you, should like you for who you are, not for the money you have.”

“It’s not that, Pandi. You wouldn’t believe the chemistry I have with her. She just has to see me and she starts smiling. I can read her mood in an instant and can make her happy, no matter what. Yet, she hesitates about marriage and has never given me any positive indication, even though she knows my feelings. Her parents are pressurizing her to accept Sumukha.”

Pandi looked out towards the horizon where the sun still lingered on, painting the western sky in a glowing medley of colours. Mellow molten gold gave way to orangish hues, which gradually turned into a deep reddish streak splashed across the sky. Suspended right on the edge of the horizon, the sun seemed to hang in the air for an eternity, before dropping down abruptly to disappear into the bowels of the earth. A cool breeze was blowing in from the side of the stream, and after a cruel, hot day, the mellow sunset had restored some balance to the world.

Pandi and Aditya were both lost in their thoughts. Finally, Pandi broke the silence.

“Relationships are not like sword-fighting Aditya. Love has no logic, and nor is it a goal that you can achieve with extra work and dedication. No matter how hard we try, or how much of our blood, sweat, and tears we give, we still may not be able to get the one we want. It’s not our fault, it’s not even their fault, for maybe we are not what they want or maybe they are not all that we thought them to be. Don’t blame anyone, don’t waste your time and your talents in jealousy and worry, for just as sure as there are people who don’t see your value, there are others who will love you for what you are.”

***

Even as Aditya sat discussing Devika with Pandi, an extraordinary event was getting underway in the University area behind them.

As the sun dipped below the horizon and shadows lengthened across the land, hundreds of students in groups of twos and threes started making their way towards Acharya Pundarikaksha’s Gurukul. By the time night fell, an enormous crowd had collected. Volunteers hung lamps from the trees, even as rows of students held aloft burning torches in their hands.

A group of Acharya’s; their faces illuminated by the flickering lights sat under the big banyan tree in front of the cottage. A sea of heads could be seen, students sitting in row after row that extended into the darkness. Towards the back, students were still arriving, putting down their mats and occupying every available space. Small groups stood together at the sides and at the back, and they  talked in hushed whispers. It would have been impossible to estimate just how many students had turned up, for the place was jampacked.

The brilliant, yellow light caught the glittering, watery eyes of hundreds of students, it bounced off a sword here and a silk dhoti there, and cast a strange pallor over the earnest, expectant faces of the students. Among the crowd sitting right in front, were Radha and Nala, while the twins sat in a section at the back. A group of volunteers, with Rishabha prominent among them, stood behind the Acharyas, answering queries, carrying messages, and marshalling the crowds as requested.

Presently, Acharya Pundarikaksha the most senior teacher in Takshashila stood up to address the crowds. He was old and slightly stooped. The light etched deep furrows on his face, his cheeks quivered as he spoke, but his voice was steady and commanding.

“Students, I thank you all for coming here today. The crowd that I see in front of me, is far greater than I had hoped for, and yet somehow this does not surprise me, for I have been associated with this University for over fifty years. I only want to say that in being true to the traditions of our gurukuls, you have made this old man extremely proud.

You all know the reason for our meeting. There is a grave threat looming over the nation and we can see its reflection in the pitiable conditions of our brothers, the Kambojas, the Pakhtas, and the Kats. This threat is fast approaching, and threatens not just the city, but our precious institution, the University as well. Numerous arguments have already been carried out over what our response should be, but we are yet to come to a firm agreement on this. Acharya Chanakya has been organizing and giving military training to a section of the students while Acharya Subandhu feels that we should leave fighting to the soldiers. Still others have been saying that a University should not get involved in such matters and that we should offer tribute and submit to the invader, so that our precious University is spared.

It is not for me to order you on what to do. You are wise and I encourage you all to consider this issue yourselves, and make  your own decision. However, as you consider this problem, I want to lay down a few basic points in front of you—keep these in mind, as you ponder and decide.

Firstly, I want you all to understand that the war we are threatened with is a completely new type of war, something that  we have never seen before. It is not being fought according to rules that have long been in practice in Bharatvarsha wherein civilians, cultivators, artisans, women, children, and old men are not harmed. On the contrary, entire populations, including women and children, have been slaughtered in places like Maskavati, Aranya Pura, and Ariagaon for resisting the invader. This happened in violation of the oaths and terms for surrender that had been agreed upon. If  we decide to fight, we can expect the very same treatment if we are defeated. I ask you to keep this in mind when you make your decision.

Secondly, I want to emphasize that these invaders are a completely alien force to the land of Bharatvarsha. If Kekaya or Magadha were to conquer Takshashila, we would still follow the way of the Tathagata or lord  Mahavira,  offer  animal  sacrifices and oblations to the fire, or be complete unbelievers—followers  of all these schools of thought exist in all of our Janapadas. More importantly, we would still have freedom to follow our own belief systems, we would still argue these points in kautuhalshalas, we would still teach the classical texts in Sanskrit, we would still abide by the same principles of science and medicine, and our society would still be organized along the same lines.

But these invaders are different. If they win or otherwise dominate us, they will bring with themselves, a culture and a worldview that is totally alien to this land. Theirs is a completely different civilization and when one civilization conquers another, it is often seen that the baser elements among the conquered, the masses of the population readily ape the culture of the conqueror. It is in the nature of the base and the brutish to be readily attracted to that which glitters, that which is mighty, and to the power that is on the ascendant. There is then, a tendency among the shallower elements to look down upon the native language or native manners as uncouth or barbaric.

When this happens over generations, it completely robs a people of their identity. People adopt the dress, the language, the religion, and the culture of the conquerors, and may even start denigrating the culture of their own ancestors. That is the point  at which a nation is really conquered—when their minds are conquered. When this happens, when there is an unquestioned belief in the supremacy of the conqueror’s culture or way of life, then there arises a desperate urge to identify with the conqueror. It is inevitable, for once you start speaking the tongue of the Yavanas at home and in the markets, why would you want to admit that  you are a conquered and defeated native who is desperately aping another nation instead of just saying that your ancestors were Yavanas and there is not a single trace of the native in you, whether it be blood, language, manners, or  rituals.

There is no guarantee that these invaders will have the same tolerance that our societies have maintained so far. If they decide to impose their own culture, and if they decide to stay, then all the possibilities I have talked about, might come to fruition. If that happens, then our own  descendants could turn their backs on our achievements and instead, take pride in those of the Yavanas. The Takshashila that you know, this ancient seat of learning; the very flowering of the Bharatiya genius in the arts and sciences, will then be lost for ever, for there will be no one to cherish its memory.

Even worse, if only a part of our people surrender to the Yavanas then it will be an even bigger tragedy. By their very identification with the Yavanas and their contempt for the natives, they will then, forever, be at daggers drawn against their own brothers. We will then effectively become a people divided amongst ourselves, and foreigners will find a permanent base to meddle in the affairs of this region. All of this can happen if the Yavana finds a  permanent foothold here, and I hope you will keep these possibilities in mind when you make your decision.

Lastly, I want you all to understand what is at stake here. This is not about our beloved University, or  about  Takshashila,  or even about Gandhara. It is about an idea—that a Jain, a Vaidika, a Buddhist, a Nastik, a Charvaka, a Malli, an Angi and Magadhi can live together side by side, take pride in each other’s achievements and all identify as Bharatiya. I believe this is a unique idea, an idea that stresses brotherhood and compassion over differences. It is an idea worth living for, worth fighting for, and worth dying for.

I firmly believe that it is not just Gandhara that is threatened today, but this idea. It is this idea of Bharatiyata, this way of looking at the world that might change forever, by this attack of an alien civilization, and it is for all of us as Bharatiya, to play our role in defending our motherland.

For after all, what is Bharat? What is Bharat I ask you?

It is this idea. It is this idea that is the bedrock of this land—this land that is kept apart from the rest of the world by the high mountains in the North and the Northwest, by the great seas in the south, and the barren, impenetrable deserts in the west. By the very accident of our geography, this land has come together as one. It is this land that the rest of the world refers to as Hindus and that we ourselves acknowledge as Bharata. No matter, which janapada or tribe we belong to, we acknowledge ourselves as Bharatiya, for the underlying culture is common across the entire land. It is this self-identification as being Bharatiya, that makes us all one in spite of our rich diversity.

If we remain divided into monarchies and ganarajyas, and think only of our own selfish interests, then sooner or later, a time will come when we will all be defeated one by one, just as the Ashvakas, Ashvakayanas, Pakhtas, and Kats have been defeated. We will then be united in our servitude, if not in our independence. I, therefore, ask you all as Bharatvasis, to stand ready to defend Takshashila and do our utmost to support our army.

It is time for our land to awaken. Utthisht Bharata!”

“Uttisht Bharata! Uttisht Bharata!! Uttisht Bharata!!!”

The answering roar from the assembled students, reverberated through the stillness of Takshashila night.

f you do get into a fight with someone.”
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Blood on the Streets

The following week, a strange sight presented itself  at  the  gates  of  Takshashila.  A  party of forty-five soldiers had arrived from the garrison at Udabhandapura, escorting twelve Yavanas and one Indian. They were emissaries from the Yavana King.

A lively discussion ensued among the sentries about what to do with these foreigners, untill finally, the captain in charge, a giant by the name of Hastin asked them to wait, while a messenger was sent to the palace. Meanwhile, a crowd collected outside the gates. Men, women, and children who had been passing through, simply stopped to stare at these outlandish creatures.

The foreigners were pale almost to the point of whiteness and had feathers stuck in their helmets, rooster-style. Some of them had yellow-coloured hair and the men were wearing loose sari-type garments that came up till their knees. The crowd looked upon them with mingled curiosity and resentment.

“Don’t they have any blood in their body? They look like ghosts!” called out someone from the crowd, and everyone dissolved into laughter.

“Have they sent their children to fight us? Look at them, so short and they don’t even have beards,” heckled another.

“Its true. Even their swords are shorter than ours,” noted a third.

Coenus who was the emissary sent by Alexander, ignored them. He had already dealt with a number of Indians, and was familiar with their tendency to stand and stare. Like the rest of the natives, the people of Takshashila were very dark and tall. Some men dyed their beards in different colours, and wore earrings of ivory, while others, men and women, had very elaborate headdresses and top-knots. He noted with interest the group of bald men wearing saffron robes who passed them by, chanting in their strange tongue. They were one of the two main types of philosophers and religious men he had seen in India.

Meanwhile, the crowd had grown in size, and some of them stared at the Greeks with defiant expressions, hostility writ large on their faces. One of the students even stepped forward and spat loudly onto the ground. He was warned off with a spear butt from their Indian escort, some sharp words were exchanged, and a part of the crowd immediately dispersed.

Others lingered on, gaping at them. Coenus frowned. They were under strict orders to remain stern and dignified in their dealings with the Indians. Yet, one of his younger soldiers had again started clowning around. Karanos was engaged in a dialogue of the dumb with a group of students that stood in front of him. Waving his hands about he made elaborate hand gestures to try and show them that he had come from very far away. One of the young girls who had been passing by, now stepped forward with a mischievous  grin. She took a round smooth, black ball from the pile that she was carrying in a pan on her head, handed it to Karanos, and made eating noises. It was evidently something delicious.

Karanos looked at the ball in his hand and grinned. It seemed  a little soft and looked like . . . goat dung. Immediately, he threw  it to the ground as the crowd erupted into laughter. The girl ran away giggling mischievously. It was dried goat dung that some of the households used as fuel. He looked around sheepishly. These people sure had a strange sense of humour.

By then, a detachment of guards arrived to escort them to the palace. This was when Aditya first set eyes on the Yavanas.

***

By the next evening, word had spread that Maharaj Ambhi had made peace and accepted Yavana overlordship. Messengers of the King spread far and wide throughout Takshashila and its surrounding villages, informing the people about the treaty of peace and friendship between Gandhara and the Yavanas. The Yavanas were not to be harrassed, and in exchange for peace and security, the citizens of Gandhara would welcome and host the friendly armies in their territory. The head of each household in the cities would have to provide two  maund of grain and one head of cattle, or ten panas to the State treasury; while in the villages, the head of every household had to provide one milch animal for the Yavanas.

Discontent simmered throughout the land. Merchants and farmers groaned at the arbitrary taxes, soldiers grumbled about  the prospect of fighting their fellow countrymen, religious heads condemned the treaty, and there were open calls for revolt at the University. The refugees living in the camp outside the city walls were getting ever more fractious and uncontrollable. The day after the news was received, the women of the camp got hold of two Takshashilan soldiers and thrashed them half-dead. The merchants and prominent citizens sent delegation after delegation to the  King, the students marched brandishing arms, and the scholars  and acharyas advised against the treaty. In the bazaars and markets, people were labelling their own king a coward and a traitor.

The situation unravelled faster than anyone  could  imagine. The corrupt administration, which was not used to answering to anyone, suddenly found itself being held accountable by the citizens of Takshashila. Incidents of violence against soldiers and officials of the King were reported from a number of areas. Things had come to a head and Ambhi now called a meeting of the council of ministers, to decide on the future course of action.

Among the nobles and ministers, it was widely held that the core of all these disturbances arose from the destabilizing influence of the foreign students and refugees who had flooded into Gandhara. One faction of the nobles was in favour of military action against these troublesome elements and urged the King to be decisive and forceful.

Meanwhile, the University and all the gurukuls were  shut  down in protest. Even as Maharaj Ambhi was meeting with his ministers in the Amatya Parishad, the students called for a massive demonstration to take place the very next day. Everything was now in place for a showdown.

***

The next day, Sameera woke up almost in the second prahar of the day, and lazily made his way to Tanku’s dhaba for food. But the shop was closed. Tanku had disappeared, and the entire area looked desolate. Two groups of students sat nearby, talking in muted tones.

One of the students whom he knew, called out to him:

“Sameera!”

Sameera shuffled over to where they were sitting. He was still half-asleep.

“What’s going on? Where’s everybody?”

“They’ve gone for the protests . . . haven’t you heard?”

“Gone? Where? I don’t know—no one told me.”

“Hello . . . Shreeman! Have you been sleeping? Don’t you know what’s been happening?” asked the friend.

“Abbe, how would he know? When was the last time you came to class, brother?” asked another student.

“I know what’s been going on Susheel, and I also happen to know what’s been going on with you,” said Sameera.

Susheel blushed and Sameera continued, “But where are  they protesting today?”

“They are marching to the palace. Almost everyone’s gone. They want to present their grievances directly to Maharaj Ambhi,” replied his friend.

The news jolted him awake.

“What about Rishabha? Is he also with them?”

“Of course he’s there! You know, he�“Your friends are all there, Sameera. I saw Radha here in the morning. Some of them assembled here, before joining the protest,” said another student.

“And Tanku? Where’s Tanku?”

“He’s also at the demonstration. Old man’s gonna start a revolution,” the student chuckled.

“He’s dead drunk. Been drinking since morning; some soldiers are in for a tough time,” said one of them, and everyone laughed.

Everyone, that is, except Sameera. He looked worried.

“Ya, your friends could be in a whole lot of trouble,” observed one of the students. It was as if he had read Sameera’s mind.

“You’d better go quickly, if you want to help them,” said another.

“Where? The King’s palace?”

“Yes.”

Sameera took it all in and then, with a leap and abound, he was on his way. Rishabha and the twins were real hotheads, and this whole marching-on-the-palace idea was just asking for trouble. Perhaps he should try and locate Aditya first. No, there wasn’t enough time. He must make his way directly to the palace.

***




A mass of people had spilled out onto the streets of Takshashila. As the procession passed through the various quarters of the city, more and more people joined it, and the rush got bigger and bigger. By the time they reached the soldier’s barracks, the crush of people took up the entire street.

It was a subdued and cheerless mass of people. Venerable monks and pundits led the way, and were followed by a motley mix of refugees, students, shopkeepers, and prostitutes. Faces looked tense and expectant. No one was quite sure of what to expect.

“Remember brothers, we are not here to seek a confrontation,” shouted a stocky, dark, young man from the front of the crowds.

An old Acharya who was walking next to him, turned to address the crowd.

“Please be restrained at all times; all we want is an audience with Maharaj Ambhi,” he shouted.

The disorganized and cumbersome mass slowly turned the corner into the city’s main square. It was a vast expanse of empty space, dominated by the imposing buildings of the King’s palace and the Amatya Parishad. Three main arterial roads of the city met at this point, making it one of the main thoroughfares of the city.

Now, as more and more people spilled out onto the square, they saw that the palace front was already teeming with soldiers. Five solid rows of foot soldiers blocked the way to the palace, while groups of horsemen hung about on the sides.

It was as if a predator and its prey had suddenly come face to face. The crowd stood as if transfixed by the impassive faces standing at the far end of this vast, open space. Murmurs and exclamations were suddenly heard on all sides.

“Soldiers!” this single exclamation, so full of horror and shock, was repeated over and over again.

Gathered at the edge of the square, the procession wavered. Now was the moment of uncertainty. A few had already begun to melt away. Ananimated discussion broke out amongst the acharyas and student leaders at the front of the crowd.

“Friends, do not fear. We are not here to cause trouble. We only want an audience with the Maharaj,” shouted the young man in front, trying to reassure them.

Meanwhile, the horsemen had started moving. They formed up in a line, and closed ranks, even as the procession hesitated and argued.

“Come on, friends. Forward! These are our soldiers. We have nothing to fear from them,” shouted the young man.

***

Meanwhile, a party of almost twenty people rushed through the lane, leading from the oil pressers’ market to the palace. Almost all of them were students. There were also a few strangers who had joined them along the way. They attracted quite a crowd and a long line of urchins trailed after them, laughing and jeering at the antics of the old drunkard leading them.

He was creating quite a ruckus, this bald and dark elf of a man.

“You nincompoops, bunch of useless oafs . . . I told you we should have gone through the barracks,” huffed Tanku. He was carrying his bamboo stick and swayed unsteadily on his feet, as he walked.

“That calf Ambhi; who’s he think he is? I’ll box his ears, I’ll . . . I’ll, I’ll turn him into a chicken and make him stand in a corner. By the gods, he hasn’t met Tanku, I tell you,” said the old man, as he waved his stick about in the air.

“It’s all right, keep your voice down, please,” said Radha, as she walked right beside him.

This  small  group  barrelled  down  the  narrow  lanes  of the ‘shortcut’ they had taken, to join the main crowds.

***




At the front of the procession, the acharyas and the religious men locked their arms together and slowly started advancing towards the soldiers.

“Come on brothers, nothing to fear,” repeated the students to one another, as they encouraged each other and started inching forward. Others stood where they were.

Facing them, the horses started ambling towards them, their hooves clicking smartly on the ground. The sunlight gleamed off the naked khadgas being carried by the soldiers.

The crowd looked on in horror as the horses slowly broke into a canter. The leaders were still urging the crowd forward.

“Hold firm, mates; they won’t harm us, they are our brothers, nothing to fear,” shouted the stocky young student in front.

“No, get back!” shouted others.

Even as the crowd wavered and the officers were about to issue their orders, a commotion broke out in one section of the square. For a few moments, everyone was distracted as people craned their necks to see what was going on.

It was all the work of one man. A dark, dirty, bald old man had come running out of one of the other lanes leading into the square, and was screaming at the top of his voice.

“Come at me, you bloody worms. Cowards, cockroaches, bandicoots . . . come here and get your prizes,” he yelled. He stumbled about, waving his stick in the air, and the force of his lungs carried his voice straight across the square.

“Come on, you dirty daanavas; Tanku will teach you a lesson today,” he shouted as he lurched unsteadily towards the foot soldiers.

This drama, playing out on the other end of the square, distracted the soldiers on horseback for just a moment, but that brief interlude in their attack, probably saved the lives of many students that day. Within seconds, the old man was swallowed up by a crowd of foot soldiers and he disappeared from view.

“Rakshasas, dastardly dhaturas, you tree of assholes . . .” his voice still bellowed across the square from somewhere within that dense mass of soldiers.

Meanwhile, the officers now passed the orders and the horsemen broke into a trot, their khadgas outstretched. They were charging the procession!

Shrieks of terror broke out everywhere.

“Run for your lives!” the cry spread like wildfire.

The crowd ran back into the lanes, pushing against the people at the rear, and stampeding in blind terror. Rishabha, who had been marshalling the multitude at the back, tried to hold firm.

“Come on, brothers . . . hold firm!” he shouted but no one heard him. Someone crashed into him and they both went sprawling to the ground. People were stepping on his fingers, stumbling over his body, pushing him into the ground in their haste to get away. The shrieks of terrified men echoed through the narrow lanes as horses charged over him. Finally, at some point, he blacked out.

***

Rishabha sat on the floor, his head hanging low on his chest. He had received multiple bruises all over his body, and particularly bad ones on his arms. Next to him lay Buddha, who too had been hurt. No one spoke. Eight of them had squeezed into Radha and Nala’s room and the atmosphere was glum.

Rishabha’s eyes glittered maniacally in the dim light, as he shook his head over and over again.

“I can’t believe it, I can’t believe it,” he said.

“Fifty students were killed today, Aditya and Tanku’s perhaps been beaten to death; he’s been missing since the protests,” whispered Radha.

Aditya and Pandi had been hunting and had heard the news immediately on return to Takshashila. “There were Brahmins and monks in there, acharyas and women—how could they do this? How could they do this to us, Aditya? Did you know about this?”

“No, you know it’s my day off. How would I know? Why didn’t you tell me you were planning all this? Did you attack the soldiers or something?”

“No, it was pre-meditated, cold-blooded murder. I was there. I saw it,” said Bodhi.

“We are not going to remain quiet after this,” said Buddha.

“Don’t be stupid, why are you guys creating trouble? Can’t you just live in peace?” asked Sameera.

“Peace? Peace? You call this peace? The King killing his own citizens to please these invaders? Prostituting our country for their lunch and dinner—you call this peace?” sputtered Buddha.

“No, there can be no peace with this government, Sameera,” said Rishabha as he shook his head. “This foreign army has landed at our doorstep and now there is no question of peace. Not for us, not for you, and not for Aditya. None of us can escape this. Whether you like it or not, you too are a part of this thing now, Sameera. The only thing is—whose side will you take? As for us, we are already committed.”

The group fell silent, as everyone’s thoughts turned towards the situation. Rishabha was right. In one way or the other, they all risked getting involved. On the one hand, the students and refugees were determined to resist the invaders and on the other, Maharaj Ambhi had pledged support to the Yavanas. The conflict had entered their houses and a fire was raging all around them. How long would they remain unscathed?

“As far as I am concerned, this government has lost all credibility. After selling our countrymen over to these foreigners, it has no moral right to rule over us,” asserted Radha as the others nodded in agreement.

“It is now our sacred duty to resist such rulers, as well as the Yavana army,” said Bodhi.

“How will you resist? Think, at least, for gods’ sake, before you talk of such things. You are students—do you really think you can stand against organized armies? You will be cut down like grass,” said Sameera.

“Are you a friend or not? If you are a friend, then whose side are you on?” asked Bodhi.

Sameera caught his breath and composed himself. His voice was low and emphatic when he replied.

“Brother, I will come with you to the ends of the Earth, but it is also my duty to stand in your way if you are doing something stupid, and self-destructive. I cannot see you jumping into a well in front of my own eyes and not say anything,” he said and paused before continuing, “but if each one of you has already decided to go down this dangerous path, then know that I will be with you. But I warn you—you have no idea about what you are getting into.”

“If you are so afraid, you can back out; we don’t need you!” snarled Buddha.

“Enough! Enough blood has been shed for today. There is  no reason to fight amongst ourselves. Rishabha, now come home. Enough of this! You all need to rest at least today. We will discuss all this later,” announced Aditya.

“Come on, let’s go,” he ordered.

The party broke up. The twins and Pandi went home, and Rishabha followed Aditya outside. As they walked through the darkened streets of the city, Aditya found himself thinking of the future with a sense of shock. He would have to do something to keep his friends out of trouble, he thought as he glanced at Rishabha.

Rishabha, however, was still in the same mood. There was something hard in his eyes as he repeated himself.

“There is no question of peace now, Aditya. Believe me,  there will be blood.”
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The Acharya’s Advice

The room was huge, overflowing with all the luxuries  of  the  age.  Its  wooden  walls  were covered with panels depicting wars and hunts, soldiers and elephants, celestial nymphs and gods. Three tall windows with bamboo lattice screens let in streams of sunlight. At one end of this room, separated by shimmering curtains of silk, was a large divan covered with cushions. Bowls of the finest Kapisayana wine and different types of fresh fruits were placed on a stool next to the diwan, while the wall directly behind it was dominated by an imposing carving of a peacock with its wings outstretched, its feathers embellished with precious stones of varied hues. In front of the impressive aura of royal might, prestige, and luxury exuded by the room, the fair, stocky, curly-headed man who sat on the divan seemed remarkably small and ordinary.

Alone in the room and veiled by curtains, Maharaj Ambhi sat chewing his nails. The meeting with his council of ministers had not gone well. Just thinking of it made his blood boil. As usual, the coterie of sycophants that his mother had foisted upon him, had spent the entire meeting praising his far-sightedness and benevolence, and cursing the ungratefulness of people, who had ‘forgotten everything he had done for them’. They had fallen over themselves in demonstrating their eagerness to personally deal with the rabble without giving him any idea about the real extent and cause of the disturbances. None of them had offered any actual solutions.

Exhausted from the constant thinking, Ambhi now lay back on the couch and closed his eyes. How could his  praja do this to him, their beloved King? Had they forgotten all that they owed him?

His reverie was interrupted by his personal bodyguard Lakshamana, who had slithered in silently and now stood on the other side of the curtains, his head bowed at a respectful angle.

“Maharaj, Acharya Digvijaya is here to see you.”

“Quick, show him in.”

Ambhi bounded out of the diwan with his hands folded, a  shy smile covering his face. Digvijaya had been his teacher since childhood, and the one man he could count on, for sincere advice.

“You sent for me Maharaj?” a huge old man with a grey beard that came down to his chest, stood at the doorway of the King’s chambers.

Ambhi went up to him, and took him by the hand.

“I need your help, Acharya. Please sit.”

Ambhi sent for fresh water and refreshments and taking a banana from the pile of fruits, seated himself back on the diwan. Acharya sat down on an ornate armchair next to it.

“You  have  undoubtedly heard  about  these  disturbances and protests?”

“Yes Maharaj, I have seen as well as heard about them.”

“Really? Who is behind this? What do they want?” Ambhi asked and then continued again, before the Acharya could answer. “My ministers are of no use at all, Acharya. All they do is praise and flatter me. It’s maddening—bunch of idiots!”

The old man cleared his throat.

“If I may speak freely, Maharaj?”

“Speak, please speak Acharya. This is why I have called you.”

“Then note carefully what I say Maharaj. Do not expect ability, intelligence, or efficiency from your ministers. For a dynastic royal such as yourself, loyalty is the supreme virtue and the highest quality, and it trumps every other quality. The chief qualification of all those who are close to you, should be unswerving allegiance to you and your family, and you should not expect anything more from them. They have all been trained and groomed for their servitude and loyalty, not for their intelligence or judgement. In fact, ministers having greater energy, ability, or ambition will only be a source of danger to the dynasty, Maharaj. Moreover, it could very well be  that your ministers themselves may not know the complete picture, for each one of them is also surrounded by a clique that has been chosen for its loyalty, more than anything else, and so it goes all down the chain.”

Ambhi thought about this for a little while.

“Are you saying Acharya that all my ministers could be completely out of touch with the situation on the ground?”

“It is possible, Maharaj. It is the way of the world, especially in well-established and long ruling dynasties such as yours. Your ministers and followers are well-fed and complacent. They have lost touch with the streets, the markets, and the villages. It’s entirely possible that either they do not know, or their complacency makes them disbelieve and dismiss what is happening on the ground.”

“So then, what is the real picture? How widespread is this revolt and which powers are instigating it? Is it these Kambojas, these people who came like beggars into my territory? Because by the gods, if it’s them, I will hit them so hard that . . .” Ambhi’s words trailed off as his eyes flashed fire.

“It is not a revolt yet Maharaj, but feelings are running high. Anger against the Yavanas is universal among all sections of the population. The stories about their cruelty, the massacres at Maskavati and Aranya Pura, the wretched condition of the refugees, have all inflamed people’s passions. You must not forget Maharaj, that our people are tied to the refugees by kinship, religion, and culture. There is widespread hatred against the Yavanas, and these flames are further being fanned by Acharyas of the University, as well as all the religious heads. People want you to fight the Yavanas and the possibility of our soldiers teaming up with them in massacres against our own countrymen, makes our citizens angry. To top it all, the new taxes you have announced to feed the Yavanas, and the treaty with them, is seen as humiliating.”

“But people? This rabble, this trash is now questioning my decisions? How did they suddenly develop the guts? And why now? When our kingdom is flourishing and the people are prosperous. What do they have to complain about?”

“It is precisely because our kingdom has a newly rich class of merchants and scholars, that we face these problems. In any system, it is never the very poor or the very rich that challenge the rulers, but always the ones in the middle. The poor simply don’t have the ability to stand against anyone, while the very rich are usually beholden to the existing system and have a lot to lose.”

“But these are the very people who should be thankful to me. Our family has made so many sacrifices for them. What reason do they have, to show such thanklessness?”

“Please understand what I am trying to say, Maharaj. The social order of Takshashila has changed dramatically over the past twenty years, and these are the results of this change. Your dynasty has ruled this country for more than sixty years, Maharaj, and when the country was poor and the people uneducated, there were no problems, because everyone accepted their lot in life and never even knew that thingscould be different. Your father, your grandmother, and your great-grandfather ruled over this poverty and were worshipped as gods. But things have changed since then. Firstly, with all these gurukuls coming up, there are a huge number of educated people in Takshashila today, and educated people are dangerous Maharaj, for they think. An uneducated man will unquestioningly accept whatever you give them as a big favour done by the powerful, while educated people are likely to analyse, debate, and develop their own opinions. Moreover, an educated man is less likely to be manipulated through appeals to emotion, honour, patriotism or religion. It is, thus, much more difficult to divide and play off various sections against each other today, somethi“Acharya, you being a teacher, are condemning the gurukuls? I thought our gurukuls and our reputation as the premier centre of learning in Bharatvarsha is to be envied, and is a matter of pride.”

“I am not condemning the gurukuls, Maharaj, but just consider—today Acharya Chanakya is talking publicly about concepts like the duty of the ruler towards the ruled. Such concepts, which were earlier confined to philosophical treatises and religious texts, are now being disseminated widely among the students because of the gurukuls. You must also remember, Maharaj that society has changed a lot since the time of your grandmother, and it is these changes, that are making it more difficult for you to rule.”

“You mean the level of education?”

“Not just education, Maharaj. In my opinion, it is the change in people’s aspirations that is the biggest challenge to your dynasty’s rule. Ironically, when everyone was poor, people’s aspirations were minimal and their time and effort were completely taken up by the business of surviving. However, thanks to the growth in trade and commerce, Takshashilahas seen an unprecedented boom in the last twenty years. Yet, ever since you came to the throne, the constant wars and border clashes with the Kekeyas have disrupted trade and affected this prosperity. Our people have tasted prosperity and having relished the taste, they want more. However, this stagnation, the taxes to finance our wars with Kekeya, and finally the new toll you have announced in order to feed a foreign army, are widely hated.

Moreover, many of our merchants have travelled to different lands—they see the prosperity in other places and think they deserve the same. We have students from all over the world, who have experienced different modes of governance, such as the ganarajyas, or they have, perhaps, seen different types of rulers. You now have more people who are educated, more people who are prosperous, and have the time and money to think. Your citizens who are much more aware of what is going on in other parts of the world. This is an explosive combination, Maharaj.”

Ambhi took a long draught of the Kapisayana as he pondered over Acharya’s counsel. Wiping his lips with the back of his hand, he stretched out on the diwan.

“What do you suggest then Acharya? How should we deal with these disturbances now? I want complete peace in my kingdom by the time the Yavana army arrives. No stray incident should upset our treaty.”

“You must immediately repeal the new taxes that you have announced for feeding the Yavana army, Maharaj. Most people are selfish, and as soon as you take away their hurt, they will be satisfied and neutralized. Even better if you distribute freebies—they will support you enthusiastically, and will not bother where the wealth is coming from, even if you take it from one section of the population later.”

“That cannot be done Acharya. There is no question of repealing taxes; we need to feed the Yavanas.”

“I am here, only to give you my suggestions, Maharaj.”

“Well, go on. What else can be done? All this nonsense needs to be nipped in the bud.”

“If you want to stop this fire from spreading, you will have to crackdown on the eye of the storm and that is, the acharyas and the students who are inciting the population. It is the acharyas, who have initiated this discontent and provided the intellectual rationale, and it is the energy and the passion of the students that has amplified and transmitted this dissatisfaction to all sections of society.”

“Do you have a list of the gurukuls and individuals involved, Acharya?”

“You will have to ask your trusted  guptchars for that information, Maharaj. But everyone knows who the main instigators of the students are. It is Acharya Chanakya who has been spreading dangerous ideas about the need for a united Bharatvarsha, and it is he who has organized the students for military training and is instigating them to fight the Yavanas.”

Ambhi ground his teeth.

“I will get that rat. We will have him arrested immediately.”

“He is not in Takshashila, Maharaj. He is travelling through neighbouring janapadas trying to get military support and form  a coalation  against  the  Yavanas.  The  main  agent  provocateur  in Takshashila right now is Acharya Pundarikaksha, Acharya Chanakya’s guru, who is providing intellectual inspiration to the students in Chanakya’s absence.”

“Hmm . . . that old man is still causing trouble? I’m surprised he has the energy.”

“Don’t forget, Maharaj, he is himself a Pakhta and his people have suffered the most.”

“You are right. I should never have allowed these foreigners into Takshashila. At the end of the day, blood speaks for itself. I will have him arrested immediately.”

“Careful, Maharaj, I must caution you on the use of violence. You must take care that there is no violence on civilians, or even in front of them. Incidents like the attack on the procession, and that too in the heart of the city with so many civilians involved must not be repeated for they only increase sympathy for these provocateurs among the common populace. With every incident like this, the students are seen as heroes and anger among the common populace only increases.”

“So then?”

“Maharaj, if you need to use force against the students, please do so as most of the committed ones are not even from Takshashila and have no family here. However, you have to make sure that you do it in a manner that the ordinary citizens of Takshashila are not involved, and do not even come to know. If you are going to crack down on these protests and arrest the Acharya, then I would suggest you do so in the University area, on the other side of the Tamra Nala and with as few civilian witnesses as possible.”

“Hmm, you’re right. This has to be dealt with very subtly; I’ll take care of it Acharya. Any other suggestions?”

“Yes Maharaj. I wanted to request you. That old man who was arrested creating a ruckus . . .”

“Yes, what about him?”

“Please release him, Maharaj. I know him well—he is a harmless old drunkard, and is very popular with the students. Harming such a man could give rise to a thousand discussions and that’s exactly what we should try to avoid.”

Maharaj Ambhi frowned.

“Are you aware that the buffoon has been creating quite a scene in prison? He has been calling me names and singing lewd songs day and night!”

“Maharaj, this is the time to show your magnanimity. The buffoon and drunkard is well-liked by many. If you were to release him and send him back laden with gifts, it would surely give out a positive message to the students.”

“Acharya, I respect and honour you for all the good advice and service you have given me and my family. If you say so, I will order his release and load him with gifts. That clown hardly matters to me. I heard he created quite a scene in front of the palace. Anyway, is there anything else?”

“I have but one more suggestion to offer Maharaj—with so many prosperous and educated people in your kingdom, you must keep them entertained and diverted, so that they do not have the time or inclination to think. Give them a sporting event, dances, and celebrations every month that they can look forward to and discuss among themselves for days. They will willingly forget about your decisions or the actions of the government.”

Ambhi now shook his head in amazement.

“I sometimes wonder at your intelligence and creativity, Acharya. Where do you get such brilliant ideas from?”

“It is my duty to instruct the Maharaj, but it is your call to govern and it is you, who must take the decisions. Between the two of us, it is you, who has the harder job by far, Maharaj.”
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The Tipping Point

The  most  trivial  incident  sometimes  sparks  off a  revolution.  No  one  can  see  it  coming,  this tsunami that lurks in the very bowels of the ocean. The elite feel secure in their power and the general population  remains  convinced  of  its  impotence,  its inability to change the system. The people are resentful, but reconciled. They make their everyday compromises and the system functions smoothly. The anger is there, the resentment simmers, the ground is fertile for revolution, and yet, the surface of the ocean remains calm, waiting only for the triggers that will finally unleash the tsunami.

Into this static system is then introduced an anomaly, a disturbance to the existing equilibrium. A petty, everyday humiliation, a run-of-the-mill injustice is perpetrated one too many times, and a person or a group, pushed to the very edge of desperation, reacts uncharacteristically. A memorable incident is born, a story that is stark in its simplicity.

This story spreads with lightning speed, passing from ear  to  ear  and  building up  steam along the way. Details are embellished and the story assumes mythical overtones.

Still, nothing changes on the surface. The story is being discussed inside closed rooms and in private corners. Everyone is too stunned to react; everyone can sense that ‘this time they have gone too far’ and yet everyone is uncertain and watchful of what is coming. The entire city holds its breath and the final moments of calm before the storm hits seem to stretch for an eternity.

Then, something snaps.

An indescribable madness seizes everyone and the rage that  has been simmering under the surface for years and years, suddenly boils over. Meek, everyday people are seized by the urge to rush out, to shout and scream, to throw bricks and bash someone’s head in. Consequences and the fear of power are forgotten. A riot starts. As more and more people join in the madness, the crowd turns into a human flood.

The point at which the mob realizes its own might, is the crucial point of inflexion. If the rulers are less than perfectly ruthless, or hesitate for even a second at this point, it is as good as over for them. The masses get a sniff of blood—their fantasies of finally hanging the entire enmeshed mass of the corrupt and the exploitative, seem within grasp and the crowds swell to gargantuan proportions. A revolution is born.

Revolutions can take different courses, but this is a pattern that has been repeated many times throughout history. In virtually every case, it has caught the elites unaware.

In Takshashila, the trouble started with an ill-advised attempt to arrest Acharya Pundarikaksha. Details were sketchy, but rumours about the incident spread like wildfire. The basic story ran like this: it was said that Maharaj Ambhi had charged Sumukha Vardhana, the youngest general in his army, with the task of rounding up the dissidents. This man, a much-reviled figure among the commoners, had turned up to arrest Acharya Pundarikaksha in the afternoon, while he was in the middle of a lecture and surrounded by students.

No one was very clear on what happened next. Apparently, there was a heated argument between the students and soldiers, swords had been drawn, and it had ended in a massacre. Anywhere between thirty to fifty students had been killed, a number of soldiers had been beaten to death, while the rest had been driven back to the city. A furious mob of students now surrounded the gurukul and blocked further attempts to arrest the Acharya.

By late evening, everyone in Takshashila knew about it. Work came to a standstill, and an atmosphere of dread and uncertainty enveloped the city. People huddled together in small groups, discussing the ‘situation’ and it was clear that matters had come  to a head. Tanku’s dhaba was overflowing with excited, animated students. Sameera who was at the dhaba immediately rushed off to inform the others.

Aditya heard the news at the palace and rushed home as soon as he was free. Rishabha wasn’t there. He went to Radha and Nala’s room, but  they too  were away. Neither could Charaka tell him anything. Finally, when he had just about decided to go looking for him, he bumped into Rishabha in the lane outside. The place was ominously empty. A few pedestrians, walked around hurriedly with their heads bent, as if rushing about some important business.

“You . . . where have you been?”

“I  was  at  Tanku’s  dhaba.  Did  you  hear?”  Rishabha  asked, breathless and excited.

“Yes, but what exactly happened?” asked Aditya.

“Is Radha back? Radha and Nala?”

“No . . . but, come inside first,” Aditya caught hold of Rishabha’s wrist and dragged him into the building. “Wait, let’s go to the terrace.”

They made their way to the terrace.

“Radha and the twins were definitely at the University. They must be there in the protests,” said Rishabha.

“What? How can you be sure?”

“I know, I saw them in the morning, but I left before everything happened,” said Rishabha. “They are sure to be there.”

“Do any of them attend Acharya Pundarikaksha’s classes?”

“Sameera does, but as usual he was bunking today. I heard he was at Tanku’s in the afternoon.”

“Is he safe?”

“I don’t know.”

From the rooftop, they surveyed the city. An eerie silence had fallen over the dark, empty streets. There was no sign of any activity anywhere and yet, there was an unmistakable feeling of restlessness in the air.

“They could be in danger. Why are you guys getting involved in this stupid thing?”

“Why? Can’t you see why? We didn’t ask to be involved, Aditya. The King sent soldiers to attack unarmed students and you ask  me why? He attacks his own people and feeds the enemy and you ask  me why? Aditya, your lord Ambhi is a tyrant and a traitor!”

“Shhh . . . keep your voice down. What are you talking  about? You are not even from here.”

“So what? We are all Bharatiya, Aditya, and by inviting foreign overlordship and help in our internal squabbles, Ambhi has become a traitor to the nation. Besides, I cannot just stand by and watch, as students and acharyas are tortured and murdered.”

“That’s not true. Do you know Maharaj Ambhi has expressly ordered that there should be no bloodshed and none of the students or acharyas should be attacked?”

“Really? Seventy students have been murdered, Aditya; what the hell are you talking about?”

“That was a mistake. I’m sure, the perpetrators will be punished. You know yourself that Tanku was released with presents of gold and silver, don’t you? You must understand Rishabha that Maharaj Ambhi has a very mild personality. I know, because I have interacted with him.”

“Really? Then why is he, even now, marshalling his army against the students? I tell you, the army is planning something against the University and it’s our duty to defend it.”

“No it’s not your duty! You just stay out of it, Rishabha. Don’t try and join them- there’s going to be trouble.”

“The question is not whether I will join them Aditya. The question is whether you will join us.”

“What? You must be crazy!”

“No, I’m not crazy, it’s you who have become blind. Do you even see what is happening in front of you? Our brothers killed, sisters raped, cities burnt to the ground—do you see that? Do you see the plight of these refugees, the children begging in the streets, while the man you serve colludes with these barbarians? Those are our people Aditya, and this is happening because we are weak and divided. If we were united, no one would have dared!” Rishabha said.

Calming down, he continued, “You know I have joined Acharya Chanakya’s movement, Aditya, and we  have already decided—we will resist the invader. Even as I speak, Acharya Chanakya is returning to Takshashila with three hundred armed students. More and more volunteers are joining our cause. Maharaj Puru of Kekeya has determined to oppose the Yavanas and we will join him. A climactic struggle is coming, Aditya. Now the question is, whether people like you, who have valuable military training will join us. You have something we lack and you can help us—you can train us.  In fact, it’s your duty to save us, for we are brothers.”

“Don’t be a fool, Rishabha. All these people who talk about creating a new way, a new India, do you really think they will change anything? Even if you bring in the golden unified India you talk about, who will rule it? Will those rulers be less self-serving and corrupt than our current ones? No, you are just living in a fool’s paradise, if you really believe that. I’ll tell you what will happen-nothing will change but you as the foot soldier will be destroyed. These struggles will grind you up and spit you out.”

“It doesn’t matter, Aditya. The new system might be corrupt; it may be anything, but this vision deserves a chance. We have  seen the present system, the squabbles between kings and tribes that only deprive the common man, this entire edifice that seems to only nourish the most corrupt or the most sycophantic. It simply does not work for us and we will change it. Now I ask you again—will you join us or will you actually take the side of the oppressors? Join us, Aditya!”

“Are you crazy? I have worked very hard to get where I am today and so have you and I am not going to throw it all away on some goddamned wishy-washy, idealistic scheme. I will not do it and I will not let you do it! You know where both of us started from when we first came to Takshashila and you want me to throw it all away? You know how much we have worked to get to where we are today? It is this position, this influence that will help me take revenge on my brother’s murderers—it will help me impress Devika and reclaim the position of influence that was mine by birth. I cannot, I will not throw it away.”

Pausing for a bit, Aditya continued, “People respect wealth and power in this world, my friend, and no one cares for a man with no position and no wealth, no matter how idealistic they may be. This is the reality of the world and you, with a brilliant career as a scholar in front of you, will be reduced to nothing if you throw it all away. Don’t do it!”

“Do not give me your explanations, Aditya Vikram. You don’t need to explain anything to me. The truth is that you have sold  out, you have sold your soul and you do not care about anyone but yourself; that is the truth,” said Rishabha, panting with anger.

“No, that is not true, I just have more sense than you, you idiot: more sense than you will ever have,” said Aditya. His face was flushed and he felt hot around the neck. This accusation from his best friend had cut him deeply.

Rishabha was breathing heavily and he shook his head up and down. A terrible look of resolution settled over his face.

“Our paths are different then, brother and it’s not just me. All of us—Radha, the twins, and even Sameera—we’ve all  joined the movement. The next time we meet, it could well be in the battlefield, for a battle is coming. Acharya Chanakya has decided to join Maharaj Puru’s army and you, if you continue serving Ambhi, will be with the Yavanas. If I see you there, I pray that God will give me the strength . . .” Rishabha’s voice became choked. Grinding his teeth, he turned and walked away.

Aditya wanted to reach out to him, to say sorry, to forget the fight and the stupid things he had said. But something just did not allow him to do it. He was mad at himself for losing his temper, he was mad at Rishabha, and he was mad at the world, which always seemed to spoil his carefully prepared plans.

Aditya remained on the terrace for a long, long time. That night, he did not sleep. Various things ran through his mind. It was clear that a period of uncertainty was looming on the horizon. It was time to propose to Devika, before the coming troubles blew his life apart.

Brihadratha had made it clear that he wanted his daughter to get married to Sumukha, but Aditya did not care. All he needed was Devika’s consent and if she agreed, he would get married to her, even if the whole world opposed the marriage. It was time to make a few things very clear. They had been meeting for quite some time and she loved him. It was time to make his move. He decided to go to her house first thing in the morning and propose to her.

Once his mind was made up, he went downstairs, took out his clothes and locked the room from outside. Rishabha was still sleeping.

***

“I can’t marry you Aditya,” said Devika.

The starkness of the statement took his breath away. His heart felt like it was sinking, sinking, sinking, deep into a bottomless pit. The world suddenly started spinning around—he felt weak and powerless, and his feet were giving way. He needed to sit down somewhere.

“Do you want me to buy you a horse? I was just going to buy a horse for you.”

“I don’t want a horse. I can’t marry you Aditya! My parents want me to marry Sumukha. I can’t meet you anymore.” Her lips trembled and her eyes moistened, “Oh God! That’s why I didn’t want to meet you today. I knew this would happen. I knew it!”

She seemed to be on the verge of tears.

“We can talk to them. Let me talk to them, or I can get Pandi to talk to them. We can convince them,” he said weakly.

“Don’t! You know I have already tried. My father has already warned me—he has said he will not even entertain anyone else if they approach him—he means you!”

She started crying and Aditya stared at her with unbelieving eyes.

“But  he  doesn’t  know  about  my  promotion.  My  salary has almost doubled. Look, let me talk to them.”

“No. It is of no use.” Tears were streaming down her face. “My father has known their family for a long, long time. I can’t break his heart. He is a conservative man.”

“Come with me, Devika.” He caught her in his arms, “Come with me. You know you will be happy with me. Don’t do this. I will do anything for you.”

She was struggling in his vice-like grip, pushing against his chest with all her might.

“No! Stop it!”

The blood rushed to his head. He didn’t remember what he said but he abused her race and clan, and then turning around, he stalked towards the exit of the udyaan where he had called her. His thoughts were a mixture of dismay, fury, and helplessness. What did it all mean? All those evenings spent together, all those times that she begged him to come and meet her, all the laughter and the attachment? The nights spent thinking of how to make her smile, what to get for her, how to make her happy . . . it was stupid, stupid, stupid!

He burst out of the udyaan, What did Sumukha have that he did not? He had achieved everything himself, whereas, Sumukha had been born into wealth. That was all. If that was all she could see, he would certainly not be begging in front of her. To hell with her—to hell with Brihadratha, to hell with the whole rotten lot of them.

Where was he going? He didn’t know. What would he do now? He didn’t know. All he knew was that he was riding away from her. He should seek Pandi’s advice, he thought. After all, it was Pandi who had advised him to ask for a clear answer. No, first he felt  like sharing his feelings with Rishabha. He would be mad at being locked in, and he needed to check up on him first.

Aditya’s heart was beating wildly and he was breathless. An extraordinary energy seemed to have gripped his body. By the time he reached the city, the energy was gone. In its place, was a dark, gnawing cave of emptiness.


untied Ashvaghosha and rode off in a fury.
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A Revolution Begins

Outside, all was silent, the streets were empty, and the  shops  closed.  Inside,  an  intense  sense  of desolation and loneliness prevailed. The blinding light of the sun bounced off the walls and poured into the inner courtyard. All the houses were locked and empty; not a leaf stirred in the entire building. Aditya had fought with Devika and had come back to find the door of his room shattered. Rishabha was gone—even Charaka was gone.

He went downstairs, washed his face, and sank into the steps that fringed the courtyard. There was a dull ache in his heart, and an emptiness in the pit of his stomach. Nothing seemed to make sense any more. What was it all for? The very pivot around which he hoped to build a new life, had collapsed, his best friend was running down a suicidal path and worst of all—if King Ambhi demanded action against the  demonstrators,  he  might  find  himself fighting opposite the only friend he had in the world.

His mind turned from one topic to another. Fragments of thoughts flitted in and out, and he clutched at imaginary wisps of solutions and memories. From time to time, a thought would enter his mind, and some resolution would seize his soul. He would get up to wash his face, but by the time he was done, the thought would have slipped away like sand between his fingers. He would again sink back onto the steps.

No, it was not over yet: she loved him! She had said what she had said, under pressure. He would keep at it untill he convinced her. Meanwhile, he must rescue his friends. Somehow, he had to get them away from the disastrous course they were steering. Especially that goddamned fool, Rishabha.

But the capacity for action, seemed to have left him.

Memories of Devika came back to him in flashes—things she had said, jokes they had shared, and the moments they had spent together. He felt her presence every time he thought of her, and   it brought a smile to his face. At other times, he flew into a rage when reminded of her indifference to him. He thought of his life  in Pataliputra and the times with his brother. Her parents would never have rejected him if his brother were still alive. He thought of Rishabha and Radha—two people who had always supported him; friends with whom he had shared his misfortunes. Like a whirlpool, these thoughts and images rushed around in his head but in the end, they all seemed to add up to nothing.

Time slipped by, unnoticed. The sun had moved along considerably upon its heavenly path when he was interrupted in his reverie. It was Utpaldutta, one of the soldiers under his command, who had come to inform him that they had all been summoned to the royal palace. With his mind still in a daze, Aditya strapped on his sword and shield, mounted Ashvaghosha, and set off towards the palace.

Seventy men from the household guards were already assembled there. Aditya was to lead them outside the city gates and present himself to Sumukha, who had been assigned to maintain law and order. It was late afternoon by the time Aditya’s unit collected, and finally started making its way out of Takshashila. Aditya followed orders like a zombie. His worst fears had just come true.

***




“Ek, do, teen, chaar, band karo ye atyaachaar.”

“Ek, do, teen, chaar, band karo ye atyaachaar.”

“We want justice! We want justice!”

The slogans crashed against each other,  blended  together,  and came out as a jumbled mass of sound and energy. Above the bedlam, the only thing that could be made out was the passion and the agitation of the crowd. Over six thousand angry protestors had poured into the open  maidaan next to Acharya Pundarikaksha’s gurukul and a packed, angry sea of humanity stretched to the horizon. People pushed and jostled each other, faces looked up expectantly from between rows of heads, self-designated volunteers went around, issuing appeals and instructions, and spontaneous bouts of cheering erupted from the crowds at particular instances of defiance from individuals.

Within the crowd, smaller groups of friends banded together shouting slogans, swapping rumours and talking excitedly, while others stood on the sidelines, gaping at the scene. Some of the students had climbed trees, while others were hoisted on their friends’ backs to see what was happening at the edge of the crowd where the army had formed a cordon. Masses of common citizens, workers, and even refugees had joined the crowds through the day. Still others had come with food and water for the protestors.

An unknown merchant had arrived with a cart full of weapons, which he was handing out to everyone passing by.

“Here you go, brothers! Here you go, careful! Careful with that, my friend!”

Eager hands reached out to grab the khadgas and spears being distributed. Groups of students, as well as Pakhta and Kamboja mercenaries, openly moved about brandishing arms. At the very centre of the crowd, volunteers had formed human chains around Acharya Pundarikaksha’s gurukul, where the incidents had occurred. The students declared that they would forcefully oppose any further attempts to arrest the Acharya.

Next to the gurukul, a number of gigantic pyres had been built for the twenty-one students killed. Their cremations were to take place at dusk.

Since afternoon, people coming in from  Takshashila  had  been prevented from crossing over the Tamra Nala and joining the students. On the University side of the stream, lines of tired and irritable soldiers stared down at the students at the edge of  the crowds. Belligerent young students burst through the crowds opposite them, coming up face to face and haranguing the impassive soldiers. The soldiers were almost eight hundred in number, but they did nothing, for no clear orders had been issued.

The masses in front of them had grown larger and larger, even as the student leaders refused to budge. Repeated calls from different quarters, as well as appeals made by Acharya Pundarikaksha himself, had been ignored. The students wanted Maharaj Ambhi himself to come out and talk to them, for the Maharaja had an image as a young and dynamic reformer, unluckily surrounded by inefficient and corrupt men. In the past, he had frequently responded to public opinion by denouncing his own men, claiming ignorance of their actions, and replacing, or otherwise punishing them. Indeed, there were already rumours that the Maharaj had been exceedingly distressed at the death of the students, and had condemned the incident wholeheartedly.

Meanwhile, units of elite troops continued to pour in. They threw protective cordons around the protestors and by evening,  the students found themselves completely cut-off from the outside world. To their right was the udyaan, and soldiers hemmed them in from every other side. Tension was rising.

At dusk, Aditya arrived on the scene with the seventy soldiers under his command. He heard the shouts and screams, saw the multitudes pushing up against the long line of soldiers standing next to the Tamra Nala, and sensed the madness in the air. Looking across the sea of heads bobbing up and down, he could see the three huge structures of wood—pyres being set on fire, one after the other.

As they slowly caught fire, the flames rose higher and higher, and a hush descended over the entire assembly. Every head in the vicinity was turned towards this spectacle. The flames flickered and danced against the rapidly darkening sky, the sun dipped below the horizon, and a collective sigh seemed to escape from the crowAditya too, was strangely affected by the spectacle. Long forgotten lines that his brother had taught him, came floating back.

‘What did you lose, and what did you gain?

What did you bring with you and what will you take when you go?’

An ancient  rishi had uttered these lines and now for the first time, he thought he could understand what they meant. Why was he sad about Devika, when she had never really been his to begin with? What would he take with himself, when his day of reckoning came?

He was interrupted in these musings by a summons from Sumukha. Spurring Ashvaghosha around, he silently followed the messenger riding towards the centre of the cordon, where Sumukha stood surrounded by a number of his subordinate officers. Here too, the mood was sombre, as everyone stared at the flames in  the distance. Aditya dismounted and followed the soldier.

“Come Aditya! I will need your help, my friend,” Sumukha smiled at him, a veiled bitterness showing through. Aditya nodded, though his head swam at the sight of this man.

“I believe you have a number of friends among the students?”

“I know a few of them, Shreeman.”

“Well then, Aditya. You see this situation?” Sumukha gestured towards the crowds, “We need someone to reach out to them.”

Sumukha looked expectantly towards him and then placing one arm across his shoulders, steered him away from the assembled officers. Aditya stiffened- this man was behaving in a most uncharacteristic way.

“The gods know I want to avoid a bloodbath, and I trust so do you, Aditya. I want you to carry a message of peace to the student leaders, and to Acharya Pundarikaksha. Can you do that?”

Aditya looked at the handsome face, the same arrogant features and the curl of the lip. He didn’t know what to make of it, but the thought came to him that he would do anything to avoid bloodshed and save his friends.

“Maharaj Ambhi has issued orders for the students to be dealt with respectfully, Shreeman. I would be willing to do anything I can to assist.”

Sumukha’s face lit up with a smile.

“Good boy! You must go in there, meet your friends, and talk to their leaders. These are terms that have come from the King himself. He has put down very simple conditions for peace. The crowd should disperse peacefully and our soldiers will escort Acharya Pundarikaksha to the borders of Gandhara with due respect and honour. Anyone who wishes to accompany him, will be allowed to go unmolested provided they lay down their weapons. However, if these crowds do not disperse by mid-day tomorrow, then the army has been authorized to do whatever is necessary, to restore order. You know what that means, don’t you? So, you must use all your persuasive skills to convince them, once you are in there. Can you do that?”

“Yes, Shreeman.”

“Okay, but don’t go just yet. Give them some time to settle down. It’ll be easier for you to reach out to the leaders once the pyres have burnt down completely, the civilians have left and the hotheads have retired for the night. Sit down with them, talk to them calmly, and spend the whole night with them to win their trust. Do whatever it takes to get them out of there peacefully by tomorrow morning.”

“Yes Shreeman. But . . .”

“But what?”

“I was just wondering why you chose me for this job?”




“Out of all of us here, you are the one who is best connected  to people from the University. They simply do not trust most of our officers. You are also the horse racing champion and a lot of students know you.” Sumukha gave him a pained smile and shrugged his shoulders, “You are the best we have got for the job!”

What Sumukha was saying seemed fair enough, but a vague sense of unease lingered at the back of Aditya’s mind.

“I’ll do my best Shreeman,” He said.

“Good, now get back to your position and spend some time thinking over who you will approach and how you will try to convince them. I’ll send you a messenger when it’s time for you to go, okay?”

Aditya rode back to his position on the left of their line to compose his thoughts. His mind, which had been troubled and agitated all day was now calm and focused, all distractions banished by the urgency of the situation. He had to find a way to convince the students to back off, or at least to save his friends. If it came to an open confrontation, there was no way they could stand against the army.

It was all in his hands now.

In the distance, dark shilouettes could be seen outlined against the bright orange glow of the funeral pyres. Darkness had set in, the crowds had become silent, and the civilians had started leaving. Only the really radical students and refugees now remained, and they could be seen moving about, lighting torches and preparing to settle down for another night that a large number of them would spend out in the open. Aditya gazed at the dying light of the pyres and a deep sense of foreboding seeped into his very bones.

“He wants to kill you, Shreeman.”

Aditya was so lost in his thoughts, that he did not quite hear what the man on horseback, who had come riding up beside him, was saying.

“Messenger from Sumukha, Shreeman,” the man said loudly and then gripped Aditya’s arm.

“He’s trying to kill you,” he whispered again.

Aditya frowned and looked at him, “What do you mean?”

The horseman was young and lean, with eyes that glimmered through the darkness. He again announced in a loud voice.

“Shreeman Sumukha has ordered you to proceed towards the student agitators with an offer of truce. You are to share their food if offered, and stay the night with them.”

Then in an undertone, he added, “Listen to me. An attack has been planned for tonight. If you go there now, you will be caught up in it and murdered. It will be made to look like an accident.”

“There will be an attack?” he whispered, hedging for time. He didn’t quite know what to make of it yet.

“Yes, Maharaj Ambhi has ordered a strike against the students, provided the civilians, monks, and priests who joined the protest during the day are not present. The student agitators are to be crushed and in the morning, the townspeople are to be told that the students attacked the soldiers in the middle of the night. It’s set to take place in the third prahar of the night.”

“Why are you telling me all this? Who are you?”

“You don’t recognize me Shreeman but I owe you my life. You saved my life at last year’s Vasant Utsav.”

“I saved your life? I . . . I don’t think I knowyou.”

“You may have forgotten me, but I have not forgotten you. I was the unfortunate man who had fallen down on the tracks during the race. You slowed down your horse and jumped over me even though that could have cost you the race. Most others would not have done the same.”

Aditya studied his face. He didn’t remember him, but he needed to hear him out.

“That’s right. I doubt if even my friend Sumukha would have slowed down to save me, like you did.”

“You are Sumukha’s friend?”

“Yes Shreeman. We have been friends since we were children, but during a horse race, there are no friends—that’s how it usually works.”

Aditya looked around at the soldiers standing a few paces away from them. No one could hear them, for they were talking very softly.

“So the attack will take place during the third prahar?”

“Yes, get out of there before that.”

Aditya clasped his arm.

“Thank you, my friend. If what you say is true, then I will surely repay you some day. What is your name?”

“My name is Dundubhi and there is nothing left to repay—we are square now. Save yourself, don’t go there, or if you do, then get out immediately and disappear. Stay safe. I must go now.”

So saying, the man turned his horse around and melted into the night.

A number of thoughts now rushed through Aditya’s head. The man was Sumukha’s friend-could he afford to trust him? It could all be a trap to have him cross over to the student’s side and be declared a rebel. On the other hand, what if all he had said were true? In that case, his friends were in terrible danger.

Two things were becoming increasingly clear. One, that Sumukha had it in for him and would try to harm him in some way. Two, that the students were going to be punished or attacked, if not that night, then later. He had to save them and he had to save himself. In either case, he could not diretly refuse to obey Sumukha’s command.

Aditya stood thinking for a few moments and then called for Utpaldutta, one of his most trusted soldiers. He gave him a message meant for Lakshmana, who was King Ambhi’s bodyguard and Aditya’s mentor at the palace. He meant to keep the palace informed of his own movements.

That done, he headed straight across the cordon towards the students—there was no time to lose.

***

Four armed students surrounded him. The urgency and importance of his message had finally gotten through and after much discussion; they agreed to escort him to where the leaders were assembled. Small groups of students sat together, or lay stretched out on the ground everywhere and their party had to pick its way through them. Aditya noted that a significantly larger number of students than he had assumed, was carrying arms.

They walked past the row of ashrams, past the still smouldering pyres, towards Acharya Vishnugupt’s gurukul. This cottage was a little secluded from the rest, and being surrounded by  trees, was hidden from the soldiers’ view. Aditya arrived to find an assembly in progress—a mass of students crowded together in the courtyard.

“Move, move!” shouted the escorts as they pushed their way through the crowd. Students reluctantly parted and made way. A multitude of eyes now turned curiously on Aditya, as they made their way forward. The party had hardly advanced ten steps into the crowd when they found their path blocked by a rather surly young man.

“Virat!” said one of the escorts.

“Is he a soldier?”

“Yes, he has a message from King Ambhi himself, so we thought we would present him here.”

The young man seemed considerably put off.

“What are you doing you idiots? Get him out of here. Bhraata is speaking right now. We don’t want government agents listening in. Take him to the volunteers sitting around Acharya Pundarikaksha’s gurukul and wait. I will get Bhraata there for you.”

“This message is important brother, and needs to be delivered immediately. It’s from Maharaj Ambhi himself and it can save your lives,” said Aditya.

The man’s eyebrows rose till it was almost a wonder that they did not disappear into his hairline. His nostrils flared and his eyes flashed.

“We have had enough of your messages brother. We have heard them loud and clear,” he pointed in the direction of the funeral pyres.

Aditya grabbed his arm, “This will save everyone’s life. The message needs to be transmitted now.”

With surprising strength, he wrenched his hand free.

“Take him out of here,” he barked.

Aditya gritted his teeth as the escort led him away. Precious moments were being wasted.

A large number of students squatted, sat, and stood surrounding Acharya Pundarikaksha’s gurukul from all sides. They were alert and Aditya noted that they were all armed. It would probably be wise  to give the message directly to the leader, else the resultant panic might alert Sumukha and precipitate an early attack. Surrounded by his escort, Aditya closed his eyes and meditated, slowly counting the time, waiting for the leaders to talk to him.

“Aditya!”

It was Charaka’s voice. Aditya turned around, surprised. The tall, thin figure was bounding up to him. There was another person at his side—Radha.

“You too?” he asked in astonishment.

“You know this person Shreeman Charaka?” asked one of the guards.

“Aditya, did you hear about Pandi?” Charaka stared wildly at him, his big, bulbous eyes almost popping out of their sockets.

“No, what about Pandi? What happened?”

“You must come . . . right now!” Radha grabbed him by the arm.

“Wait! Wait! He is under guard. You can’t take him,” said one of the students.

“This is Acharya Pandi’s favourite student. Acharya has been asking for him since yesterday. He is needed there right now,” said Charaka with a firmness that Aditya had never seen earlier.

“He is our friend, we can vouch for him Soumidh. You can also come along with us, but it’s important that he meets Acharya Pandi,” added Radha.

“I will vouch for him,” said Charaka.

His escort looked at him with new-found respect.

“Well then, we’ll come with you,” he said.

“One of you stay back, in case I am called for. What about Pandi, tell me?” he turned towards Radha.

“Come quick,” said Charaka even as Radha started running.

“What about Pandi?”

They both filled him in. Pandi and Shilajit had been passing by when a party of soldiers, commanded by Sumukha, had first turned up to arrest Acharya Pundarikaksha. When the unarmed students were being attacked, the two of them had intervened—against thirty soldiers. Pandi had been cut to pieces, but was still hanging on to life. The acharyas and students from the medical school were taking care of those wounded in the attack.

“How bad is it? And how’s Shilajeet?”

“You will see, come.”

A pre-sentiment made him shiver.

“How bad is it? Tell me!”

No one answered. They made their way past five or six houses. At the end of the lane, was a small cottage attached to a garden. A group of students maintained a vigil outside, while a feeble light burned inside the cottage. The entire party now crowded inside.

In the dim light, Aditya could make out seven bodies lying motionless on the floor. Indistinct mutterings from the injured,  and the strong metallic smell of blood hung in the air. Some of the patients were awake, for he could see their eyes, but no one complained or moaned. Charaka stepped between the bodies, bent over and whispered something to one of them.

Aditya followed him and then immediately recoiled in horror. A part of him could not believe what he was seeing. It was Pandi. One part of his face had been sliced open and the bone was sticking out.

Anger and confusion rose within him like bile. He felt like catching Pandi by the shoulders and shaking him. How could he, the very embodiment of strength and virility, allow this to happen to him? Instead of feeling bad for Pandi, he was actually feeling angry athim.

“Where  all  has  he  been  wounded?”  he  asked  Charaka  in confusion.

“Everywhere—shoulder, arms, stomach, face; thirteen wounds in all,” Charaka whispered back.

One of the escorts began to gag at the stench of blood.“What about Shilajeet?” Aditya whispered.

Pandi started coughing. There was a long drawn out wheezing sound and Pandi extended his arms. Aditya immediately clasped Pandi’s hands in his own.

“He has been asking for you,” said Charaka as he too bent down, “Yes, Pandi?”

“No Charaka, we have to leave them alone,” announced Radha. She turned around to face the escort, “Come, give them some time together,” she said as she pulled him away. She started hustling everyone out of the room. Soumidh was about to protest, but Radha and Charaka pushed everyone out of the room. They could be heard arguing outside. Inside, Aditya clasped Pandi’s hand in his, and bent his head to listen to him. This was the second shock he had received during the day, and the mind that had been composed and alert a while ago, was now confused, weak, and angry. Everything seemed unreal.

“How could you let this happen, Pandi? Why did you do this?” he asked. His eyes were brimming with tears that threatened to spill over.

The horribly cut-up face and the familiar crooked teeth now broke into a painful grimace. There was no mistaking the full-throated smile of the grizzled old mercenary.

“How did it go with Devika, loverboy?” His voice was hoarse and he rasped, as if his throat was obstructed.

There was a brief moment of silence. Aditya gritted his teeth and smiled.

“It was well, Pandi, it went very well. She has agreed to marry me. We are looking for a date now, but only after you get well,” he said. The tears now fell unrestrained.

Pandi squeezed his hand.

“That’s good, that’s very good . . . I am happy for you.”

“Why did you do this Pandi?” Aditya asked again. A master like Pandi would have known what he was getting into. Why hadn’t he just walked away?

Pandi started coughing. He gestured towards a bowl of water that had been kept near the wall. Aditya immediately got the bowl and tilted it against Pandi’s mouth till he indicated that his thirst was quenched.

“I had to help them, Aditya . . . they were helpless . . . sitting ducks. . .”

Aditya gnashed his teeth in frustration. His eyes stabbed  angry accusations at Pandi.

“I know, why did I get involved when it has nothing to do with me, right? You wouldn’t have done so, would you?” Pandi smiled again.

“No Pandi, I am proud of you but . . .” his voice was choked.

“But . . . you feel that society has wronged you by murdering your brother, isn’t it? You think that you don’t owe anything to anyone, but they owe you, right? That’s why you only think about yourself, don’t you? It’s the intelligent thing to do.”

“Please, Pandi rest now. We can talk after you get better.”

“No!” Pandi gripped his hand tight, “you listen to me.”

“I am listening, Pandi . . . but . . .”

“Listen to me. I’ll die unhappy, if I realize that my best pupil, the one whom I have taught everything I know, is a selfish man—a man who uses his skill only to earn money for himself.”

“Pandi, please rest today. We will talk tomorrow after you get better,” Aditya pleaded.

“No! You need to learn this and you WILL learn it before I go. I don’t have much time boy,” he whispered hoarsely.

“No, you’re not going anywhere, Pandi. You’re not going anywhere!”

But Pandi’s hands held his in a vice-like grip. The light flickered dimly in the corner.

“Listen to me,” he growled, “how long will you remain on the sidelines, Aditya? You can choose to ignore society, to play safe, to look out only for yourself, but remember the same society that crushes these students today, while you keep silent and do the practical thing, will come for you tomorrow while others remain silent. Let go of your ego, Aditya. You are god gifted but that gift has been given to you for a special purpose. Do not use this skill selfishly, but use it for the right cause. Use your skills for others, not for yourself. This is the most important lesson of being a warrior.”

“Pandi, please, please rest now. I will do whatever you tell me to, but please rest today. Please!”

“Then do your duty; help your friends, save them. Don’t let them be slaughtered just because it is the decision of the powerful. Don’t stand on the sidelines and allow injustice to take place, like when society watched your brother being killed, or when these students were attacked by armed thugs. Do your duty!”

“I will Pandi, I will save them! I promise!” Aditya sobbed.

Pandi quietened down and drifted off to sleep. There was complete silence in the room. Aditya sat very still, concentrating on the unvarying rythms of Pandi’s shallow breathing. Pandi wheezed from time to time, and Aditya patted his hand. A low murmur of voices floated in from outside. One of the wounded had started sobbing softly.

As Aditya gazed at the flickering lamp in the corner one thought was forming with ever increasing conviction—Pandi was right.

d. An eerie chill was felt by one and all.
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Chandragupta

Someone tapped him on the shoulder. It was one of the students.

“They have called you.”

“I am coming. Give me some time with him, I’ll come,” Aditya whispered.

He touched Pandi’s feet.

“Bless me, Pandi. I’ll come back for you.”

There was no anger, no agitation in his mind, just a dull, cold clarity. He would make Sumukha pay for what he had done but before that he would save his friends. The system had taken away his brother, it  had crushed Shilajeet and mauled Pandi and now it threatened to take away the only remaining friends he had in the world. This time, he would not remain a by-stander. This time he would fight. If there was to be an attack during the third prahar, he would help the students escape, he thought to himself.

Outside, Charaka and Radha, and the rest of the students were waiting for him.

“Take care of him, Charaka. Save him.”




Charaka mumbled something to the effect that they were doing their best.

“Where is Shilajeet?” asked Aditya. In his heart, he almost knew the answer already.

“He died on the spot.”

Seeing the expression on his face one of their escorts burst out, “He died a hero’s death. Two people holding off thirty attackers— can you even imagine? They are heroes. If it wasn’t for them, a lot more students would have been murdered.”

“They were the first on the scene Aditya, and they did what they had to. The soldiers were butchering the students and no one else was armed,” added Radha.

Aditya closed his eyes and took a deep, long breath.

“Let’s go,” he nodded at Virat, the same surly young man  who had stopped him earlier, and had now come to take him.

They made their way back to Acharya Vishnugupta’s cottage.  It was fully lit by many torches. The pale, yellow light threw long shadows on some faces; it shimmered and reflected off the naked steel of their swords, and the glittering eyes of the few students who were assembled. The larger assembly had now dispersed, and only about twenty students remained. A short, scrawny-looking young man now disengaged from the crowd, and came up to Aditya.

“Is it true that you have a message from our esteemed King Ambhi, soldier?” The young man had hollowed out cheeks, looked haggard, and he coughed as he spoke; yet his burning, deep-set eyes, strongly pronounced features, and earnest gaze, all conveyed determination and character.

Behind him, Aditya could see all the others, including Virat, turning towards them: all their discussions having ceased. Something about their attitude told him that this man was their leader. He decided to take a chance.

“Shreeman, it is a message of utmost importance. I would request to speak to only you, in private.”

The man’s penetrating gaze now ran over Aditya’s face and a hint of a smile played on his lips. He was clearly impressed, if not flattered by Aditya’s ability to figure out the leader.

“We are among friends here. Every student protesting here   is a leader,” he said and those burning eyes once again bore into Aditya. He felt as if every expression, every word of his, was being scrutinized.

Aditya lowered his voice.“Shreeman, what I have to tell you, will save the lives of everyone here—but I stand to forfeit my life, if word of this gets out. Please.”

The young man took just a moment to decide.

“Virat, search him and take his sword. What’s your name soldier?”

Aditya handed over his sword.

“I am Aditya Vikram from Pataliputra, Shreeman.”

“Oh, are you the Vasant Utsav champion? I’ve heard about you,”

Aditya nodded his assent and the young student continued, “I am also from Magadha. My name is Chandragupta, though most people here call me Bhraata.” He motioned to his followers to stay back, “Come Aditya . . . walk with me.”

The other students stood rooted to their positions as they saw Chandragupta and the soldier walk out of the periphery of the cottage. They stopped a little way off and Chandragupta turned towards Aditya.

“So . . . what do you have to tell me?”

“You are about to be attacked Shreeman and it might happen during the third prahar of the night.”

“Are you sure? We have been hearing news that Maharaj Ambhi wants a peaceful resolution.”

“I am not sure if it will happen during the third prahar, but I am very sure that an attack on you is being planned. In case you haven’t noticed, the army has surrounded you on all sides. On one side, your route towards Tamra Nala is blocked, towards the south the army blocks your way to New Takshashila, and they have also formed a cordon towards your left. And towards your right is the udyaan, you control the gates on this side but soldiers have been posted at each of the exit gates. All of these positions have been re-inforced throughout the evening. Everything points towards an attack, Shreeman.”

“Hmm . . .”

Chandragupta’s expression was grave, his nostrils twitching as they always did, when he was in a state of subdued fury. Despite the bluster and confidence of the students, Chandragupta knew that they did not stand a chance in front of a well-organized and equipped army.

“I  have  a  suggestion  that  might  work,  Shreeman,” Aditya volunteered.

“You do?” Chandragupta turned sharply towards him, “What is it?”

“A part of the udyaan walls adjoin those of the stupa and  the monastery, Shreeman.”

“The monastery? Yes, that’s it . . . they’ve been supporting us all through; we’re on very good terms with the monks.”

“Me too, Shreeman. Also, note that Maharaj Ambhi has expressly forbidden the attack to take place while civilians and religious folks are present. That’s why they have planned it for the third prahar of the night.”

“Hmm . . .” Chandragupta stood lost in thought.

“Here’s what I would suggest, Shreeman . . .”

The students watching them from the cottage saw the two of them engaged in a serious discussion. They talked on for a little while, before turning back towards the cottage.

“We were anyway planning on going over to the Kekeya kingdom, but only after starting a revolution here and stocking   up on volunteers. Looks like we’ll have to make the move sooner than anticipated. But… but why did you tell me all this, Aditya?” Chandragupta asked.

“I cannot watch my friends being killed, Shreeman. They’re all a part of your movement,” Aditya hesitated for just a moment and a lump rose in his throat, “And Pandi was my guru.”

“Pandi  was  your  Acharya?”  there  was  both  admiration and surprise in his voice.

“Yes Shreeman, he was more than my Acharya. Should the plan work, please take care of him or else leave him with the monks. I will make sure he is safe and will get him treated immediately.”

“You have my promise. We will do everything we can to save him.”

“Thank you, Shreeman. Now if you will allow me . . .”

“Wait! There’s one more thing—I know that sooner or later, you will join my movement. I can see it in your face. When you do, come straight to me, for we could use a soldier like you. For now, we will be in Keke“Thank you Shreeman. I will surely think about it. But now if you would allow me, I would like to visit Pandi before I go back.”

“Yes, go. But think about what I have said. You will join us Aditya, and one day we will create a new India. I know it!”

Despite everything that he had gone through, those words sent a thrill coursing through Aditya’s veins.

***

“Why did you come back? I ordered you to stay the night,” Sumukha asked. He could barely contain his anger. He had half-expected Aditya to switch sides and stay back in the rebel camp.

“I did Shreeman, but the students kicked me out. They thought I would spy on them . . .”

Sumukha eyed him suspiciously.

“Are you certain they will withdraw tomorrow  morning?” he asked.

“Yes, Shreeman. They have agreed to all the conditions. They will lay down their arms and Acharya Pundarikaksha and a few of his pupils will leave for Kekeya tomorrow. The others have  sworn allegiance to King Ambhi and want to remain in the kingdom.”

“Hmm . . . they seem to have agreed rather easily?”

“They are desperate Shreeman. It seems many of them have not eaten since yesterday. They also seem to be pretty divided. Most of them want to make peace.”

“Ha . . . I knew this rabble would never have the stomach for a fight!” exclaimed Sumukha.

One of his friends was more suspicious.

“I heard the merchants kept them supplied with food through the day?” he asked.

“Yes, they did, but Acharya Pundarikaksha’s pupils monopolized it.”

They asked him a lot of questions. How many students were there in all? Who were the leaders and where were they positioned? How many were armed? What were their weak points? Aditya rattled off lies, painting a picture of a scared and disjointed rabble that was ready to cave in. His answers seemed to please Sumukha, who finally asked him to get back to his position and be on guard in case of treachery by the rebels.

“Yes, Shreeman,” said Aditya, but his mind was racing. Was Sumukha planning on attacking him that very night? Or, did he want to derive sadistic pleasure by ordering Aditya to fight against his friends?

He shuddered as he rode back to his unit. He had to be on  his guard. Also, now that he was tied to his unit, he would have to entrust his part of the plan to one of his subordinates. He found himself wondering what the monks’ response would be when Chandragupta sent his messengers. Would they play along?

No. There was no time to think of that. He had to contact the priests living in the agrahara. With that on his mind, he called his trusted subordinate Niladri the moment he got back to his position. Aditya passed on the message and after a short discussion, Niladri slipped away into the darkness.

With his part of the plan executed, Aditya settled into wait. On the students’ side, innumerable fires were twinkling away. Shadowy figures surrounded the flames and the hubbub of muted conversation floated through the night air. A number of torches also moved from one place to another. There was a lot of activity to the right and complete darkness towards the left, where Acharya Vishnugupta and Acharya Pundarikaksha’s ashram stood. Aditya looked back and surveyed the area behind them. His eyes swept  the entire length along the banks of Tamra Nala that stretched out behind the soldiers. There was no hint of any movement. All was quiet and dark.

Time passed by on leaden feet.

It was an oppressive night—there wasn’t a wisp of wind anywhere. The thin slice of the moon moved in and out of the heavy, black clouds that covered the sky. The omens did not look too good.

Aditya tried to figure out how much time remained till the third prahar. So far, there had been no orders from Sumukha, or any signs of disturbance along the Tamra Nala. On the students’ side, the fires died down one by one, drenching the entire area in thick, inky darkness. In the soldiers’camp, there was the neighing of horses, the continued hubbub of conversations from all along the line, and the occasional sound of galloping hooves that signified messages being passed along. Things were more mysterious on the other side. There was the shuffle and rustle of bodies moving about in the darkness, but nothing could be seen.

Near the centre of the line, Sumukha and his advisors were suspicious. It wasn’t clear what exactly was happening. The rebels were surrounded on every side. In any case, the Tamra Nala and the route back to Takshashila was heavily guarded, and the area behind New Takshashila was open country—even if the students tried to break out in that direction, they would be hunted down easily. To all appearances, it looked like most of the students had retired for the night, secure in the offer of the truce. Yet, everything had fallen into place a bit too easily. If only they could be sure of what exactly was going on back there!

As Sumukha peered into the darkness, he suddenly saw a number of lamps and torches being lit towards his left. All the previous movements, as well as Aditya’s  report  had  indicated  that this was where the leadership of the students, as well as their greatest concentration stood. Loud cheers rent the night air and  the number of lit torches on the left seemed to multiply. Soon a huge procession of students with lights started moving towards the soldiers. Sumukha immediately sent out orders for all units to take up arms and remain alert. Messengers rushed up and down the line, shouts rang out, and men scrambled to arms.

The lights advanced closer and closer. Loud slogans cheering for Maharaj Ambhi disrupted the stillness of the night. The students seemed to be drunk and many of them were singing. They advanced within a few  gaj of the soldiers and started building a huge bonfire. The students’ sentries melted away and joined this merry group, and soon there were three huge bonfires with groups of drunken students singing and dancing in front of them. They called out to the soldiers to join them. It seemed they had taken the bait, and believed in the promises of amnesty that had been made. A general celebration was in progress.

There was a hurried discussion among the leadership. Most  of them were of the opinion that the students should be allowed to drink themselves silly before the attack. The soldiers, in the meanwhile, heaved a sigh of relief. Rumours had it that the situation had been resolved peacefully by the orders of King Ambhi. There was no need to spill the blood of fellow countrymen. .

No one but Aditya noticed the second torchlit procession that started off from the Vihara by the side of the Tamra Nala. This river of torches steadily made its way towards the soldiers. Sumukha sent messengers to ascertain the nature of the crowd and was stunned to learn that the entire monk population of the vihara was descending upon them, having heard the good news of the truce. The vihara housed almost seven hundred monks and if all of them were arriving, then he might as well bid the operation goodbye. Maharaj Ambhi had ordered them not to attack in the presence of monks and civilians.

Sumukha decided to ride up and meet them halfway and convince the head monk to go back to the vihara. He had just started, when he saw another round of torches being lit along different points of the Tamra Nala. The Brahmin families living in the agraharas by the side of the stream had also heard the news.

Everything happened quickly, and soon the place was like a madhouse. Huge groups of cheering monks, Brahmins, and priests of every description, as well as a handful of civilians were moving freely among the troops and students. They loudly cheered King Ambhi, hugged and patted the soldiers, and insisted on thanking the officers for resolving the conflict peacefully. It was hard to tell who among them was a rebel and who a civilian. Worse, even the soldiers were getting carried away by the jubilation, and openly fraternized with the rebels, loudly raising slogans and cheers.

Sumukha ground his teeth in frustration. How could this have happened? He was under clear orders to attack the rebels when no religious or civilian parties were present to witness it. Suddenly, he found his horse surrounded by smiling, happy monks. They forced him off the horse and took him onto their shoulders. He had to grin and bear it, and so he accepted their thanks and congratulations with grace. They even started raising slogans, praising him.

At some point in all this confusion, a fire broke out in the University area. It had probably been started by a drunken student, but it spread with astonishing speed. Apparently, a large amount  of straw and dried wood for the cremation platform had been placed behind the campfires where the groups of students were singing and dancing. This well-prepared fuel lit up immediately into a huge blaze, which then spread all around. Very soon, even the shrubs and grasses, and the long row of acharyas’ cottages were on fire.

Acrid black smoke billowed out from the thatched roofs of the ashrams and this, together with the huge clouds of whirling ash, further reduced visibility. Shrieks and cries of the students rent the night air. It was impossible to make out what was going on.

The students who were  celebrating,  immediately  melted  away into the darkness, running towards the flames to save their classmates. But given the extent of the flames, there was no chance of helping anyone. Sumukha immediately ordered his soldiers to hold back the civilians and to prevent anyone from trying to help the students. He was responsible for their safety and did not want any more lives to be lost. The stunned civilians could do nothing but watch as the whole place turned into an inferno.

The intense heat of the flames forced the soldiers and civilians further and further back towards the Tamra Nala. From there, they watched in horror as the flames grew stronger and stronger.


ya. If you want, you can join us there.”
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Escape

Dawn brought with itself, a new clarity. The  fires had died down, and a thick carpet of ashes  and residue covered the entire University area. Some of the cottages were still smoking, their roofs caved in and walls turned black with soot. At some point during the night, the fire had spread to the udyaan. It was late summer and the bare, dry barks and piles of leaves had all been devoured by the fire. The once impressive gardens now looked devastated. Tree trunks burnt pitch black, stood out in the midst of the desolate landscape.

It was a wonder that the fire had not spread to  the settlement of New Takshashila. The stretch of uninhabited land in front of it had acted as a buffer.

Sumukha immediately ordered his officials to provide immediate relief and shelter to the survivors. Soldiers and civilians fanned out through the area to try and locate survivors. Curious citizens, who had gathered to gape at the spectacle, joined in to help. They combed through the burnt-out ruins but couldn’t locate any bodies or survivors.

When realization finally dawned, Sumukha was trembling with rage. Scouts were sent off in all directions. The soldiers guarding the udyaan and the New Takshashila side were questioned, but none of them had heard or seen anything during the night. They had all been forced back by the intense heat of the flames, and the cordon had been broken at a number of places during the night’s confusion.

Messengers and scouts were seen coming and going all morning, but their efforts were fruitless. The entire party of students, acharyas, refugees, and ordinary people had vanished without a trace. It was as if the earth had swallowed them up!

It was well past noon by the time reports started trickling in that a huge party of people bearing weapons had been seen going towards the Hazaar Lakhi forests. It was apparent what had happened. The students had most probably escaped through the densely forested udyaan after setting fire to it. In that case, they would have emerged near the unguarded vihara, which stood next to the udyaan. The monks, who had stayed back at the vihara, were probably complicit in the whole plan.

Sumukha slapped his forehead in exasperation. He had been sending out scouts to search the fields and villages beyond New Takshashila, whereas, the students had actually doubled back towards Takshashila, passed it by in the darkness, and made for the forests. Given the head start, they had probably already entered the Hazaar Lakhi forests.

Finding anyone inside those forests was a next to impossible task. The soldiers were exhausted and Sumukha had been summoned to the palace. There was nothing to be done. Sumukha dismissed the soldiers and hurried to the palace for much needed damage control. He had to convince Maharaj Ambhi to give him fresh troops so that he could lead a search mission into the forests.

The soldiers, all of whom had been alert for more than twenty-four hours, now dispersed. Only Aditya was left behind. He searched through the ruins a number of times, but couldn’t find any sign  of Pandi. Not even a charred skeleton. That probably meant that Pandi was alive and safe, and had been carried away by the students. He gave up his search as evening fell, and made his way back to Takshashila.

The city seemed desolate and quiet. Yet, news of the debacle had spread. Behind closed doors, the common people told and retold stories of the government’s embarrassment to each other with barely suppressed glee. In the palace, Ambhi was beside himself with rage. No one knew it at that time, but the full force of his fury was to fall the very next day on the few hapless refugee families that had remained behind in Takshashila.

Meanwhile, the streets of the city were empty. Shops and businesses were closed, and the din and activity usually associated with the markets of a great trading city, were missing. An eerie silence hung over the students’ section of the city. All of Aditya’s friends were gone. The haunts he had frequented, were burnt down and even the old man Tanku had shut shop and disappeared.

Aditya did not inform Mahinda about Pandi. Nor did he try to contact Devika or her family. He knew what he had to do, so he went back to his room and immediately fell into an exhausted, dreamless sleep. The next day, he got up early and spent the day arranging supplies, fodder for the horse, and food for himself. He sold off whatever he could of his belongings, and collecting his savings of sixty panas, he slipped out of Takshashila in the evening.

Aditya rode into the night, towards the Hazaar Lakhi  forests. Once again, he was back where he had begun—alone and starting life all over again.


Epilogue

Events moved rapidly after that memorable night. Within  a  week,  Alexander  and  his  army  had crossed the Indus into Gandhara. They were received lavishly on the far side of the river by Maharaj Ambhi himself, and many gifts were  exchanged  between  the two sovereigns. Three days of celebrations and athletic games were also organized to commemorate this meeting.

The friendship and generosity displayed by the two monarchs was more than mere rhetoric, for Ambhi proved to be an extremely valuable ally. Not only was he a rich source of information on the neighbouring kingdoms and the strength of their forces, but he was also an exceedingly munificent host. Over the next twenty days, the Greeks were provisioned and resupplied from the three hundred towns and villages of this abundantly fertile country, and it was a rejuvenated and well-rested army that finally set off eastwards early in the month of May. The mighty Greek war machine was once again in motion, and a total of over sixty thousand men, now marched towards the river Hydaspes, which formed the border between the kingdoms of Gandhara and Kekeya.

An envoy had been sent earlier to Porus, asking him to meet them at the river with his tribute. He returned with the message that the King of the Kekeyas would certainly meet them at the river but his only tribute would be armed men. The Greek army and their Indian allies now started preparing for war.

Meanwhile, the band of nine hundred students and acharyas had also made their way over to the Kekeyan kingdom. Here, they joined Acharya Chanakya and the three hundred armed students under his command. Aditya, who had made his way to the borders by a different route, had actually crossed over the Vitasta before his friends, and it was in Kekeya that he learnt about the death of his mentor and friend Pandi. In a way, Aditya had been expecting it.

However, there was no time to think of such things, for the students were organized into divisions of infantry and cavalry, and absorbed into the Kekeyan army. The entire kingdom was girding up for war and frenetic preparations were being made to repel the enemy at the river crossing.

By the end of May, everything was in place. The stage was now set for a climactic clash between the Greeks and the Indians.

***

Numberless hordes of Greeks, Persians, Scythians, Bactrians, and Indians had descended upon the borders of Kekeya. Almost overnight, a sprawling tent city sprang to life and the northern bank of the river was abuzz with life and activity.

Countless coloured banners fluttered in the wind, thousands  of men marched, to and from foraging missions and a curtain of dust cloaked the entire area. Supplies were being brought up the road to the camp, which was choked with slow-moving wagons, and dispersed infantry and officers. The constant tramping of the soldiers, orders being shouted in a dozen  different languages, the neighing of horses, and the sound of wood being cut, all added to a confused avalanche of sound that could be heard all the way from the opposite bank.

By now, the Greek army consisted of over sixty thousand  men, out of which only thirty-five thousand were westerners from Europe. Guarding the other bank of the river, stood Maharaj Puru’s army, twenty-six thousand men in all. But Maharaj also had a couple of aces up his sleeve, and he was betting on these.

The first of these aces was the war elephant, of which his army had over a hundred. Before coming to India, the Greeks had never faced so many of these fearsome beasts in battle. Now the sight of over a hundred of these behemoths towering over the infantry and cavalry on the far side of the river, struck terror into the hearts of men and animals alike.

The second ace up his sleeve was the weather and the river itself. As soon as the news of Alexander’s arrival was received,  the Kekeyan army moved up to the riverbank to guard the nearest crossing. Pickets were set up all the way up and down the riverbank, at likely crossing points. Monsoon was coming, the river was rising, and Alexander’s path forward was blocked. The pre-monsoon swell of the Vitasta made any opposed crossing of the river a dangerous proposition. King Porus, as the Greeks called him, now decided to wait, calculating that with the passage of time, the arrival of the monsoons would make the river impassable.

The situation settled into a stalemate. Alexander and his men set up camp on the Northern end of the river, while Porus with his army blocked the crossing to the south. Everyday, boat parties and leather rafts ventured onto the river, as if trying to find a crossing, and sailed up and down just out of bowshot from the Indians. On the other side, the Indians would goad the elephants into a tumult of hideous trumpeting that carried on all day and wrecked the nerves of the Greeks. The racket would terrify their horses so much that the poor beasts often jumped off the rafts mid-stream and swam bank to the shore.

Everyday, Alexander marched his armies up and down the bank, looking for suitable crossing points. The Indian army, on the other bank, followed their every move. During nights, the sentries on the Indian side would hear the sounds of regiments moving about in  the  darkness, and  follow them only to  find  the sounds die away and restart at some other point, along the opposite river bank. This cat-and-mouse game carried on for two or three weeks, and the monsoon arrived while all this was going on. At this point, the Indians relaxed, while the Greeks sped up their war preparations.

Unknown to the Indians, Alexander had already located a suitable crossing point, about twenty-seven kilometers upstream. The place, which was locally known as Mangal Dev, was situated along a bend in the river. Here, the riverbank on the Greek side was forested and rose to a steep height. This made observation from the other side, very difficult.

In complete secrecy, plans were made for a crossing. Under General Coenus’s leadership, the fleet that had been used to cross the Indus, was secretly transported to the Hydaspes, and additional rafts and ‘skin floats filled with hay’ were manufactured. These were hidden among the reeds and trees along the riverbank.

Meanwhile, Alexander continued parading his soldiers up and down in plain sight of his enemy, and building up huge stockpiles of grain to give an impression that he had decided to wait out the monsoon. To further the deception, he announced in camp that the Greeks would cross the river after the monsoon. Side by side, however, the preparations for the crossing were already taking place.

The night planned for of the crossing soon arrived. As was customary, Alexander led a handpicked force of twenty thousand infantry, six thousand heavy cavalry, and one thousand mounted archers inland, as if on a foraging mission. They marched away from the river and disappeared from sight of the opposite bank. Following an inland route, they finally arrived at the crossing point that evening.

Back at the main camp, huge campfires had been lit. The bulk of Alexander’s forces had been left behind here, under the command of Craterus, with explicit instructions to cross over and attack only if Porus faced Alexander with all his troops. If Porus left even a few of his elephants behind on the opposite riverbank, Craterus was not to attempt the crossing, unless he received signs of a Macedonian victory.

There were a number of other forces stationed between Alexander’s force and the base camp. These were the mercenary commanders, who were ordered to cross over, once battle had been joined. The die was cast.

It was to rain heavily that night.


The Battle of The Hydaspes

The Crossing

“Only  three  hundred  rafts?  It’ll  take  us all night!” Peithon exclaimed.

Coenus nodded vigorously and shrugged. His lips were pressed tightly together and his nostrils flared with each breath.

“It’ll take at least five or more trips back and forth for each raft. Your men had better start work.”

“It’s still light,” spat out Coenus and his exasperated expression momentarily silenced Peithon.

Tension makes different people react in different ways. For some like Peithon, it loosens the tongue and gives rise to an irresistible need to talk, joke, and speculate. Others, it drives into silence. Coenus was clearly of the second type.

The two of them stood at the feet of the huge cliffs that rose straight off the sides of the riverbank. Scattered among the reeds and bushes around them, were the bits and pieces of a vast riverine armada. Sections  of  the  huge  oared  galleys,  boats  cut  into two, and skin floats stuffed with hay were everywhere, along with Coenus’s men who squatted patiently among the bushes in groups of twos and threes. They were waiting for night to fall, after which, they would drag the separate sections to the clear, sandy strip along the riverbank, and get to work on putting them back together.

Peithon took it all in with a sense of disbelief. Coenus appeared particularly jumpy, his neck twisting this way and that, his mouth opening and closing, as he mumbled soundlessly to himself. Tension precluded all conversation, till Peithon couldn’t stand it any longer.

“Well, you still managed to get enough hay for the rafts,  eh?” he started again.

Coenus now turned sharply upon him.

“It’s going to be a hell of a task,” he said through gritted teeth. “Look, do me a favour, will you? Send one of your men up and send us down, maybe say six more  lochos of infantry—we’ll need more men.”

“I’ll see to it myself,” said Peithon and saluted. It gave him something to do and kept the uncertainty of it all from getting to him.

Besides, he knew when he was not wanted. He had come down to the riverbank to check out the situation for himself and calm his nerves, but his friend wasn’t helping. So Peithon took his anxiety elsewhere.

Meanwhile, the huge number of men and horses waiting on  the other side of the cliffs, grappled with the same problem in different ways. They were sprawled all over the headlands of Mangal Dev, hidden from view of the opposite bank by the rising cliffs in front, as they waited patiently under a rapidly darkening sky. Most congregated together in groups, compulsively exchanging jokes and rumour, while others preferred the company of their own thoughts. Some of the steely-nerved veterans had even stretched out on the ground, rolled up in their cloaks and gone to sleep. Others were not as lucky.

They sprawled, sat, or stood around, all over the gently sloping hillside, jammed tightly together for as far as the eye could see. Messengers picked through this thronging mass, setting off a volley of curses and exclamations everywhere they went. Above them, the sky was covered with dark, heavy clouds. Loud peals of thunder rolled across the heavens and a lively breeze started blowing. Not  a single raindrop had fallen, but it looked as if a terrific storm was brewing. The superstitious lost themselves in prayer.

Lying sprawled out on the grass, along with the rest of his unit, was Private Philotas. His cuirass and helmet were undone and his sarissa, the huge twenty-one-foot spear of the Macedonian Phalanx, lay unscrewed in two sections by his side. Philotas was chewing cud and fantasizing about the eggplant and chickpeas stew his mother used to make. He could almost taste it, smell it even.

Truth be told, he had grown heartily sick of the never-ending war, the strange Indian food, the relentless rains, and the stubborn, irrational bellicosity of the numerous Indian tribes. He was sick of it all, and was afflicted with a terrible bout of homesickness. Thoughts of cheese and fish, lamb cooked with quince and unwatered wine, now consumed him.

Saliva collected in his mouth and he swallowed. With a sigh, he turned over on his side and closed his eyes, trying to drown out the distressing memories of Greek dishes that seemed to have come to life.

He was just drifting off to sleep when he heard the lochagos, Karanos’s voice.

“Hey you, Philotas! Come on, you lump of lard! Get your gear—we’re going down to the shore.”

“Come on, up with you! Get your gear boys—get your gear and follow me,” hollered Karanos again and again, as he moved up and down the lines.

That ‘country bumpkin’ Karanos! He was so much younger than most of the men in the unit and yet, since having been promoted, he insisted on calling them all ‘boys’! Philotas sighed to himself. It was always the same old story for a private—get up, get your gear, march for miles on end, lie down, wait, march again, and then fight and die. He tightened his cuirass and rushed off after the others.

***




Coenus could not believe the idiocy of the Persian standing  in front of him. It was pitch dark, and all around him was utter chaos. The embarkation points were choked with troops, horses, and vessels of all shapes and sizes. On top of that, the rain  was like a thick sheet of water, driven horizontal by the wind. Gusts of wind lashed the river into violent waves, which sent the rafts crashing against each other or spun them out of control, and sent them hurtling downstream. The mother of all storms had broken out. Brilliant flashes of lightning lit up the entire landscape like mid-day, and terrific claps of thunder made them jump every other minute.

Yet, the Persian, who was a royal messenger, was unperturbed.

“The emperor wishes to ascertain how much more time it will take. He is anxious to embark. What message should I take back with me, General?” he shouted above the violence of the storm.

“Do you see? Can you see this? It will take time. Tell him,” and he was off, stumbling and slipping through the driving rain towards the hillside from where an unending line of Companion Cavalry was streaming down. “Oye, stop, stop! Stop you fucking oafs!” he bellowed at them.

He grabbed hold of one of the cavalry who was leading his horse down. The man was a Bactrian and had long, thick hair, which kept falling like a wet mop over his face.

“Tell them to stop! There’s not enough space!”

“What? Stop?!” the man shouted back.

“Do you want the horses to break their necks? Ask them to stop back there. Who’s your officer?”

There was not an inch of space on the riverbank. The horses coming down the slope kept knocking into each other, with some of them slipping on the steep, muddy path. The riverbank itself had been churned into a deadly morass of mud, with the men and horses that were waiting to embark.

The officer was found. He immediately recognized the General, saluted and went off to stop the long procession of horses that was making its way down.

“What may I report to His Excellency, the Emperor?” persisted the Persian, still sticking at his heels.

“Tell him, I will send a messenger when it’s time for him to embark. Tell him, I will get everybody across before morning.” He noticed the Persian hesitating and bellowed into his face, “You are getting in my way, Artabezos! I will deaHe was soaked to the skin and his fingers had become like shrunken prunes. Yet, these were the types of situations in which Coenus naturally thrived. His nervousness, violence, and energy seemed to find a perfect outlet in such tension. It was precisely because of these qualities that he was often entrusted with tricky assignments like the current one.

He turned towards the riverbank where the cavalry was embarking. The need for secrecy meant that they were working without any torches, but Coenus’s eyes had adjusted to the light. He saw a huge wave displace one of the wooden rafts and shake it loose. The soldier who had been holding it, lost his foothold and fell splashing back into the water, while the horse which had been getting onto the raft, panicked and jumped into the river.

Coenus strode into the water, brushing past a number of his own men who were fighting to steady the raft. He reached out and caught the unlucky private. Philotas came up spluttering and thrashing about for a foothold. Their unit, instead of being the first to embark as he had anticipated, had instead been called up to help with the work.

“Steady, steady, hold it son!” bellowed the old General over the sound of wind and water.

The cavalryman, who had been getting on the raft, was struggling with his animal and a number of hands now reached out to hold him as he guided his horse back.

Coenus, sunk almost up to his knees in the mud, with water coming up till his chest, and struggled along with Private Philotas, to hold the raft steady as the horse was coaxed onto it.

***

On the other bank of the Vitasta, was a small cottage, which was used as a lookout post by Maharaj Puru’s soldiers. It was a tight, cramped space with a thatched roof that leaked continuously and threatened to give way under the fierce winds. Outside, the sky thundered and roared, and sudden, brilliant flashes of lightning threw the insides of the hut into bold relief. Neither the elevated platform on which the cottage had been built, nor the thick overhanging thatch that projected outward from the roof, seemed effective against the driving sheets of water. A continuous spray splattered against the porch, and puddles of water formed on the floor inside the hut, as more and more of it seeped in through the open doorway.

Inside, two soldiers huddled over a fire and  talked,  while  three of their comrades lay sprawled out on the floor. On one side, leaning against the wall, were their weapons, an assortment of khadgas, spears, bows, and arrows. Dense white smoke from  the fire permeated the entire hut, filling it with a pungent smell. The two soldiers who sat before it, coughed from time to time, as the smoke caught in their throat. Vinda and Udaya were deep in conversation.

“The Javapacamana’s speed is unmatched, otherwise why would people pay so much for it?” said Udaya who was the younger of the two.

Vinda snorted.

“In this world, not everything that is priced higher is better. People are just sheep, going after anything foreign; but let me tell you my friend, the horses of our Matsya Janapada are much better—they’re the best,” he said.

“They’re so small and anyway, all the races are always won by the Javapacamanas, aren’t they?”

“Arre, so what? Have you ever been in a battle? Javapacamanas are just showpieces, that’s all! They can only race. But in a battle, you need stamina and our Matsya horses are much hardier. They last better.”

Udaya  mulled  over  this  for  a  moment.  He  didn’t  want  to challenge his senior partner.

“Do you think we should put out the fire?” he asked. His eyes were burning.

“Upto you,” Vinda got up, stretched out his limbs and let out  a huge yawn, “Think I’m going to lie down for a bit. Wake me up when you get tired and I’ll take over from there.”

Udaya looked at him in dismay. Being the youngest in the group, he was always being taken advantage of. Theirs was one of the many five-man units that had been posted as lookouts all along the riverbank. At least two of them were supposed to stay awake every night and patrol the bank, but as usual, Vinda had left it all up to him. He looked uncertainly towards the doorway.

“Do you think we should take a round before you sleep?”

“Naah . . . no need. You’ll get mud all over. Besides,” and Vinda let out another jaw-shattering yawn before pointing towards the doorway. “You must be crazy.”

It was true. There was no way the Yavanas could cross the river on a night like this, he thought to himself. Besides, everyone knew that the Yavanas were settling in for the monsoon.

A huge clap of thunder interrupted his thoughts, making him cringe.

“Vinda, Vinda?”

“Hmm . . .”

“Do you think it’s true that the Yavanas eat humans?”

“Naah . . . don’t be stupid,” murmured Vinda. It was the last thing he said and soon the faint sounds of his snoring were added to the panoply of sounds that filled the night. Udaya was left alone with his thoughts.

By the third prahar of the night, the storm had quietened down. The winds abated and the rain was reduced to a steady drizzle. Udaya drifted in and out of a light slumber, all the while sitting  with his back against the wall. For the umpteenth time, his head nodded forward, falling into nothingness and he awoke with a jerk. His eyes were heavy with sleep and his mind confused. All was quiet inside the hut—the fire had died down along with the thunder and lightning outside. Through senses dulled by sleep, he heard faint sounds that seemed to be floating across the river.

Udaya was a very superstitious young man and miscellaneous, unidentified sounds in the middle of the night always had the power to snap him awake. He stopped in mid-breath, stared into the darkness, every muscle in his body tense as he waited for the sounds to repeat themselves. When he did hear the sounds again, they made his skin crawl.

He rushed outside, went over to the banks of the river and peered into the pre-dawn darkness. Strange sounds, the clanking of metal, and shouts and curses in a strange language came floating up to his ears. Ghostly silhouettes, numberless shadows seemed to be wading through the waters towards him. They stretched across the water for as far as he could make out.

It was Alexander’s army. They had crossed over the flooded river at night, only to find that the wooded banks, which they had taken to be the other side of the river, were actually those of an island. With no time to drag the boats and vessels over the island, they had found a ford, and were now wading across through chest-deep waters.

It was this huge column of men, horses, and supplies that Udaya saw. For a moment, he was too shocked to react; his legs seemed to be rooted to the spot. Then he suddenly found his legs, and with his hand clapped over his mouth, ran back full tilt, towards the cottage.

The Yavanas had arrived!

l with our King if he is angry, now go!”


Prelude

Golden  necklaces  and  bracelets,  silk  turbans, jewelled  scabbards  and  ivory  earrings flashed in the early morning sunlight. A dazzling array of individuals had congregated near the riverbank.

A giant, standing all of six feet, six inches tall, dominated the gathering. He had a stubborn set to  his mouth and his deep set, tired-looking eyes now glowered out from under thick, bushy eyebrows. Unlike the others, he was simply dressed in a calf-length tunic, a kayabandh at his waist, and had his hair tied up in a loose bun on top of his head. This was Maharaj Puru, known to the Greeks as Porus, Lord  of Kekeya.

Around him, stood a gaggle of officers and nobles of his kingdom, every one of them waiting for him to speak. There was the square-jawed General Pradyumna, the earnest baby-faced Captain of the Cavalry, Vasudhana, Kekeya’s chief vassal Vajrahanu, the chief minister Uddalaka, as well as the elder son of Maharaj Puru, the Pururajkumar, who looked exactly like a younger version of his father.

“It’s just a small force of skirmishers. Let’s go and throw them back into the Vitasta, Maharaj!” urged Vasudhana.

“They must be, Maharaj. My intelligence indicates that Alexander has no plans of a battle untill the monsoons subside. The seven archers we captured last week were all unanimous,” said Uddalaka.

“Your intelligence!” burst in the General Pradyumna. “If your intelligence were right, we wouldn’t be faced with these Yavanas on our banks today. Those prisoners have fed you lies Arya!”

“Shreeman, numerous sources indicated that the Yavanas have been accumulating grain and provisions to last the monsoons. Besides, just take a look across the river. There is enough activity there, men, elephants everything.”

The view across the flooded river was reassuring. From their vantage point, everything seemed normal. Tiny columns of human figures milled about in the open spaces, the elephants supplied by Maharaj Ambhi towering over them. A number of Yavana boats too, had ventured onto the river.

The sober voice of Vajrahanu now cut through that of the squabbling officers.

“In either case, Maharaj, we cannot afford to waste time. Whether they are the main thrust of the attack, or just a feint to draw our forces away from here, we can’t allow them to entrench themselves on this side. Our best chance is to meet them at the riverbank itself, as they disembark. Already, it might be too late.”

A number of heads nodded their agreement.

“We’ll need to send our fastest forces, the cavalry and the chariots. It’s almost eight kos away, marching men to Mangal Dev will just waste time,” said the General Pradyumna.

“Give me this chance, Maharaj,” urged Pururajkumar.

Maharaj Puru now nodded his head.

“You are right Vajrahanu. I sense a trap; there’s no sense in moving our entire army forward and leaving this crossing unmanned. Give orders for the army to form up but in the meanwhile, General Vasudhana—get your fastest forces ready. Take two thousand of our best horsemen and two hundred chariots with you, and close with these infiltrators as soon as possible.” Maharaj Puru now turned towards his son, “Rajkumar you will lead them, but defer to the orders of General Vasudhana- he is more experienced than you.”

Pururajkumar and General Vasudhana immediately bowed and called up their junior officers. A flurry of orders was given and messengers rushed off in every direction to get the cavalry ready.

“What about our students Maharaj? They are eagerly awaiting a chance to prove their worth.”

Every eye in the gathering, now turned towards the speaker. He was an exceptionally ugly man—short, dark, and pockmarked. The shaved head and the lock of hair at the back indicated that he was a Brahmana. It was Acharya Chanakya.

Dressed in a simple white cotton dhoti, a quilted armour tunic, and with no turban on his head, this man and his disciple, the scrawny young man with the deathlike face and glittering eyes, stood out like a sore thumb amidst the flash and glitter of the richly-attired nobles. Clearly, they were outsiders and one  could almost  sense the hostility with which the nobles and officers of the court now stared at them. They had made a nuisance of themselves on more than one occasion by constantly talking of Bharatvarsha instead of Kekeya, by insinuating themselves inevery important meeting and discussion, and by their frequent criticism of the ruling classes.

“What are Jainsand pen-pushers doing on this battlefield, Acharya? Do your forces intend to go and enter into Samadhi in front of the Yavanas? You never shy away from giving us lectures and yet you, who espouse ahmisa, profess to fight with us and participate in wars between kings? What exactly is your intention, Acharya?” asked Vajrahanu.

“The mother and the motherland are more valuable than heaven itself, Shreeman. All my students aren’t Jains—they hold different beliefs and come from all over Bharatvarsha. Yet, they fight for the motherland. Besides, Maharaj, when rulers prefer their own interests to that of the nation, when they gladly become puppets of outside powers, instead of protecting us; it is fitting and right that Jains like me and pen-pushing students like him should turn into warriors.”

Vajrahanu turned red in the face. His hands were at the khadga at his waist. Maharaj Puru now stepped forward.

“Enough! The enemy is at our doorstep and the two of you  are fighting? Pull yourself together!” He turned towards Chanakya, “Acharya, your students will get their chance. You may depend upon it! Now please go and get them ready. Vajrahanu, Uddalaka come with me.”

Maharaj Puru strode away, followed by Uddalaka and Vajrahanu. Chanakya and Chandragupta left immediately.

“His impertinence knows no bounds Maharaj. I smell treason each time that ugly Brahman opens his mouth,” began Vajrahanu.

“I know, Vajrahanu, I know! He is not to be trusted, but this is not the time to turn away allies. We are already outnumbered and we need every man we can get. He commands five hundred horses and seven hundred foot soldiers. That’s quite sizeable.”

“They are just a ragtag bunch of poorly-trained students, my Lord! Not one of them has seen a battle,” said Uddalaka.

“It maybe so, Uddalaka, but remember that these are zealots— they are not fighting for money or fame, or to protect their property. They are fighting for an idea that they believe in, an idea that thrills them. Such men can prove to be very useful. So let’s not write them off yet.”

“Yes, Maharaj,” said Uddalaka immediately.

Porus  now  gestured  to  the  General  Pradyumna  who joined them.

“What orders for me Maharaj? What are we to do with the main army? They are all in a state of readiness.”

“That’s good, Pradyumna. The entire army is to draw up in battle array, and stand ready to fight but before that, make sure everyone gets his fill of food. We have at least half a prahar, so let everyone fill their bellies. They must eat, even if they have to choke it down. I don’t want soldiers tiring by mid-day. Also, distribute madhu and opium to the young ones and the students. Once they are drawn up in line, get them shouting or singing, no one is to be left alone to worry: so do anything to keep them busy. See to it immediately.”

“Yes, Maharaj,” Pradyumna bowedThe Maharaj turned towards a tall, thin, balding man who was standing discreetly on the fringes of this assemblage of nobles.

“Food, Divodasa . . . food! I want peacock,” shouted the King to him. He was the Maharaj’s personal assistant, a man known to be even more refined and cultured, than the highest nobles of the land. He immediately glided off in as graceful a fashion as possible, to the makeshift kitchen, which had been set up near the riverbank.

The royal cooks had already anticipated the King’s favourite breakfast as soon as they got the news of the Yavanas having crossed. Rich cakes, sweets, and curried dishes of peacock and fowl were being prepared. Servants rushed around, laying out aasanas, and serving dishes on runners on the carpets in the Maharaja’s tent. Preparations were sped along by the Maharaj’s frequent admonitions to Divodasa.

“Call Pururajkumar and General Vasudhana. Let them quickly have some food. There is time enough till the cavalry forms up,” shouted the Maharaj. It was obvious that this man loved to eat well.

***

On crossing over at dawn, Alexander gave his men time to rest and have a solid breakfast. Adequate supplies had been brought over; the wet, tired, and hungry men were served freshly-baked bread and broth; fires were lit wherever possible, and everyone recuperated from the excesses of the night.

The Greeks had seen the scouts dashing off from the lookout post, and knew that they had been spotted. But Alexander was in no great hurry. Any army that Porus sent, would take its time to arrive and he wanted his soldiers well rested for the battle. Meanwhile, scouts were sent in every direction to bring information on the enemy’s movements.

The Greek army rested for a solid three hours, and then resumed the march with Alexander’s favourite Companion Cavalry in the lead. Last night’s rains had reduced the ground to a soggy mess, which was further churned up by the hooves of thousands of horses. The infantry, weighed down by equipment and struggling through the mud, soon found themselves lagging behind.

Seleucus Nicator, the captain of one the Silver Shields units, was riding at the head of the procession, surrounded by his junior officers. His chief lieutenant now asked the question that was playing on everyone’s minds.

“What do you make of the elephants, Sir?” asked Demetrios

“Me? What do I think of the elephants? Nothing! I think nothing of them! Our King has a plan for them in mind, and all I do is obey.”

“But the horses seem terrified. What does the King have in mind?” persisted Demetrios.

“You shall know when the time comes my friend,” said Seleucus with a mysterious smile. He was always trying to give an impression that he was much closer to Alexander, than he actually was. The real situation though, did not quite match up to his propaganda and Seleucus frowned as he mulled over what exactly Alexander had in mind.

His thoughts were interrupted. A party of thirty excited horsemen had just arrived—the Indians had been spotted. Seleucus immediately handed over charge to Demetrios and galloped away to deliver the news himself.

Alexander and his generals quickly interrogated the party.

“How many were they?” asked Hephaestion.

“A huge host, my Lord. Must be one to two thousand Indians with hundreds of chariots.”

“Atheas! Call Atheas!” came the order from Alexander.

Atheas was the captain of the Dahae, the one thousand-strong brigade of Central Asian horse archers, who had been added to Alexander’s army after the war in Bactria. He was rushed over by the orderlies, a spare looking Scythian attired in black pantaloons, sleeved tunic and pointed helmet, typical of his tribe.

“Round up your men, and throw them at the enemy en masse—en masse, get it? Meet them as far forward as you can. Go quickly! Give them everything you’ve got!” Alexander gestured excitedly.

Atheas dug his heels into the sides of his horse and sped off, followed by his countryman Maues. Orders were shouted in their strange language, the troops rallied and a thousand horsemen trotted ceremoniously out of the Greek lines. Once on open ground, they spread out into a loose semi-circular formation and broke into a gallop.

They had hardly covered the distance of a few miles, when  they saw the Indian cavalry come careening across a bend in the river, advancing towards them like an avalanche. In an instant, the air was rent with blood-curdling war cries. The Indians perceived what seemed to be a lightly armoured and smaller band of cavalry, and immediately flung themselves at the enemy. The Central Asian line seemed to waver for just a moment. The archers were drawing their bowstrings back, even as they bounced up and down on their horse’s backs.

A thousand different bows, with arrows drawn now pointed up towards the sky.

“Steady men! No one is to shoot until they cross that banyan tree to the left!” shouted one of the officers.

There is a particular, eerie sound made when thousands of bows are drawn in unison. This sound was missing, trampled underfoot by the thunderous stampeding of hooves, the neighing of horses and the battle cries of the Indians. But, the sounds that came after, were heard by all.

The distinct ‘whoosh’ of a thousand arrows speeding through the air. The sickening, full-blooded sound of arrows thudding into flesh, bone, and cartilage.

Shok! Shok! Shok! Shok! Shok! Shok!

The arrows pierced the ground, instantly creating a zigzag line that marked the outermost range of the bowmen. Others pierced deep into groins, thighs, and shoulders. Death rained mercilessly from above. Still, the Indians rushed on towards them like an irresistible wave.

In one of the leading chariots, hurtling madly onwards was Pururajkumar. His stomach had tied itself into knots and his mouth was dry. The chariot jolted and jerked as it moved over the ground, and the air around him was filled with the screams of men and  the neighing of horses. An enemy’s dart shot past his head with a whoosh that made the blood sing in his ears.

“Kill, cut, kill, shoot, shoot, shoot!” he shouted in a frenzy, entirely unaware that he was babbling away.

The three bowmen in his chariot were shooting at the double, working like mad machines, their whole existence boiled down to drawing back the bow, aiming, releasing, and then picking out another arrow from the quivers by their side. One of them found his mark, his arrow going in with such force into one of the Scythian officers, that he was knocked straight off his horse. The man’s screams were immediately stifled by the oncoming rush of horses behind him.

Indians in ones and twos had closed in on the Scythians. This trickle now turned into a flood, as wave after wave of Indian horsemen crashed into the Scythian lines, and a desperate hand-to-hand battle broke out. The lightly armed Dahae cavalry was no match for the Indians. Soon, they were in full retreat.

Cries of exultation now rose to the skies.

With triumphant yells, the Indian cavalry drove the enemy before them and pursuing, ran straight into the Companion Cavalry, which had ridden up to the aid of their comrades. The two lines collided with the soulless metallic sound of spearheads striking shields, the mixed war cries of different parties, and the dull hacking, cutting, and killing business of war began.

General Vasudhana, leading his men from the front was unhorsed at the very moment of collision. Lying stunned on all fours on the ground, he was immediately set upon by a Yavana horseman. The General braced himself on his knees and held up a wicker shield. It was immediately hacked to pieces by the Yavana. As the man went in for the kill, someone kicked the General on the back; he fell forward and felt a foot pushing him into the ground. Someone literally stepped on his back and engaged the barbarian.

Vasudhana was rescued by his bodyguards. He immediately got himself on another horse and leapt into the thick of the fighting, a shouting, raging, killing machine covered in mud, as he rallied his troops into the closed and confused melee.

Meanwhile, a wheel of the Pururajkumar’s chariot was stuck in the soft mud of the riverbank. The prince had realized too late that this was no expeditionary force, but the main body of the Greek army that had crossed over—and that now surrounded them on all sides.

The small Indian force was heavily outnumbered, and the crown prince himself was trapped. Yavanas swarmed about on all sides, even as the Indians led a desperate defense of their prince. In the scuffle, the charioteer was killed, as Pururajkumar himself warded off attacks with a javelin.

“Get me a horse! A horse!” he screamed above the din.

The clanging of steel, the terrified neighing of horses, screams, and grunts filled the air. Men were fighting and dying all around him. The mud had been churned up into a morass almost knee deep— an assortment of bodies and horses lay dead or half-dead on the ground, while the living fought a desperate, hand-to-hand battle all around the chariot. One of the prince’s bodyguards had driven his khadga into the body of a Yavana, and was desperately trying to pull it out, while another now stood weaponless on the ground, surrounded by the surging mass of horses as he attacked one of the barbarians with only a dagger in his hands.

The man whose khadga was stuck in the dead Yavana, struggled frantically with it, trying to yank it free, even as another enemy came into the attack. The Rajkumar saw the man’s eyes widen in terror, and then go dead in seconds, as a spear ripped through his throat, and fresh crimson blood spurted out of his neck.

The attacker now turned his  horse  towards the chariot, but  he too, was dead in seconds. Pururajkumar had driven his javelin straight through the man’s guts with such force that it ripped through his stomach and came out at the back, slimy and blood red. The Yavana toppled off his horse into the heap of bodies that lay in the mud. It had been a close encounter.

The prince now realized that he was sitting duck as long as he remained in the chariot. Taking his wicker shield and two spears, he jumped off.

“A horse! A horse!” screamed the prince as he waded through the sticky mud. His shield bearers and an inner circle of bodyguards immediately encircled him, their shields providing a perilous cover as they fought off the Yavanas surging against them on every side. Stumbling through the mud, the Rajkumar now slipped over the slimy entrails of a dead horse.

 low and proceeded to summon his officers.


The Dogs of War

The  news  fell  upon  them  like  a  bolt  from the heavens.  Yet,  no  grieving  was  permitted.   If Maharaj Puru shed a tear or wavered, he did so in private. No reaction, not even an acknowledgement, was shown in public. On no account was the army to be demoralized before the battle.

Meanwhile, the entire camp was in an uproar. Elephants were being readied, groups of scouts and cavalry rode out of camp in a flurry of noise and activity, messengers ran to and fro, and officers rushed about shouting orders. Squads of infantry were forming up in the wide, open plains next to the camp. Others were still getting their equipment together.

Out in the open field, the divisions of students from Takshashila were also formed up, tension and excitement writ large on their youthful faces. Brahmin priests, Buddhist monks, and religious leaders of all persuasions, circulated through the crowds and were mobbed everywhere. The shrill trumpeting of the elephants added to the noise and confusion. As more and more of these majestic beasts started arriving, the soldiers and archers who were to sit on the elephant platforms, now ascended their mounts with shouts of ‘good luck’ and ‘farewell’.

Maharaj Puru himself arrived, sitting atop a gigantic elephant. The bards started beating on the drums, and war cries and slogans rippled through the crowds. Indian forces were marching out to battle.

Maharaj Puru had given his orders—bulk of the army would march out to face the infiltrators, while a small force would be left behind at camp—ready to repel any attempts at crossing by the Greeks on the opposite bank. Seventeen thousand infantry now marched—hundreds of columns, filling out the open spaces and extending back as far as the eye could see. Towering over them  like bastions, were a hundred elephants, each one of them equipped with their own deadly load of archers and javelin throwers who  sat on platforms attached to the elephant’s backs. Four thousand horsemen, comprising of the very flower of Kekeya’s nobility made their way through the thronging masses.

The vast horde of men and animals marched a distance of three kos to the site that had been pre-selected for battle. Officers and messengers now moved back and forth through the crowds, marshalling the men into battle order. Having secured and occupied the battlefield, the Indians now settled in to wait.

***

It was about mid-day by the time the two armies came face to face. The Greeks were still marching towards the Indian camp when a group of Thracian scouts discovered the Indian army waiting for them, drawn up in full battle array. News flew back to the Greek lines and threw them into a frenzy of activity. Sarissas were screwed back together. Helmets, which were being carried slung across backs, or casually under arms, were worn in a jiffy, pulled down over the face. The Phalanx, which had been marching in loose order now, became a single compact body; a wall of shields in front and a dense, bristling mass of speartips swaying in the wind, jutting high above the men’s heads. Alexander, accompanied by his officers and bodyguards, immediately galloped up to study the battlefield and the disposition of the enemy.

The Indians had chosen wisely. Their right flank was anchored by a small mountain and on their left, was the river. There was no way the numerically superior Greeks could outflank them. Instead, they would have to narrow their own lines in order to reach the Indians.

The bulk of the Indian army, their infantry, occupied the centre. Huge war elephants projected over the multitude of heads, raising their trunks and trumpeting. They stood spaced out at equal intervals, all along the line, providing a protective screen for the men standing behind them. Detachments of heavy cavalry stood on both sides, protecting the flanks of the infantry. A handful of chariots stood in front of the two detachments of cavalry, screening them, just as the elephants were screening the infantry. In addition, a large number of bowmen and skirmishers had taken up positions on top of the mountain, from where they intended to harass the Greeks.

A single look had convinced Alexander that the Indian Cavalry was significantly inferior in numbers to his own. He was right, for while the Greeks had six thousand heavy cavalry and almost a thousand horse archers at their disposal, the Indians had only four thousand, a force that had been split into two units of two thousand each.

“We are on higher ground than they are my King!” observed Lysimachus, one of Alexander’s bodyguards.

It was true. The land sloped gently down towards the Indian lines almost a mile and a half away. On the Greeks’ right was a small ravine, where the land fell steeply, down to a narrow corridor of land that extended along the riverbank.

The height of this ravine decreased steadily as the elevation on the Greek’s side sloped down towards the Indians and the ravine disappeared altogether just in front of the Indians' lines where the sloping land finally reached the ground level of the riverbank.

“Why has he allowed us the higher ground?” asked someone.




It looked like an awful mistake made by the enemy.

“He’s clearly luring us to attack,” supplied Seleucus. “If it were just infantry waiting for us at the bottom of this slope, then nothing would be simpler for our boys than to run down the slope and to drive them off at spear point. But he’s got elephants that we can’t even attack with our cavalry, as they scare our horses. He wants an infantry battle, my King. If we take the bait and attack, then his elephants will punch holes into our Phalanx and disorganize them enough for his infantry to exploit. Also, don’t forget—it’s only down there, that his flanks are securely anchored by the mountain on one side and the river on the other.”

Seleucus now turned towards Alexander.

“Our infantry should stay put, my King.”

Alexander did not reply. He was thinking deeply—a number of unrelated threads coming together in his mind. Porus wanted it to be an infantry battle, whereas, Alexander’s strength was the cavalry. Porus wanted them to attack—he somehow had to lure Porus to charge uphill. One thing was exceptionally clear—if he was to win, he had to somehow avoid the elephants and convert this into a cavalry battle.

He studied the ravine intently. The elevated land on which the Greek forces were assembling, fell away sharply on their right flank to the narrow corridor of the riverbank. The ravine wasn’t too high, but it could, nevertheless, hide a significant number of horsemen from view of the Indian centre where Porus sat on his elephant.

A plan was already forming in his mind. He turned towards General Coenus.

***

The Companion Cavalry had come up and so had the Dahae. The dreaded Macedonian Phalanx, twenty thousand infantrymen who made up the bulk of the army, were still getting into formation, with many battalions still to reach the battlefield. The two sides could clearly see each other across the distance of half-a-kos. They jeered loudly at each other and exchanged mutually unintelligible insults across the battlefield.

Then, something happened that considerably perked up the morale of the Indians. One of the cavalrymen from the Indian side galloped almost right up to the Greek lines and discharged two javelins at them. A host of horse archers set off in hot pursuit, but none of their arrows could get him. The fellow had turned his horse around and with arrows raining down all around him, he made it safely back to his own lines. Every eye on the battlefield followed this cheeky soldier’s charge, and his flight and actions were greeted with roars oThis wasn’t the only incident, for the Indians were feeling increasingly jumpy. They had been waiting in formation for over  an hour. Many of them were facing the first battle of their lives. Unknown fears coagulated and settled with a dull, heavy feeling  in the pit of their stomachs. Almost the entire camp had seen the disorganized remains of the morning’s expedition come reeling back to camp—five hundred out of the two thousand who had ridden out in the morning. Rumours about the death of Pururajkumar and General Vasudhana had also swept through the ranks.

In the students’ section of the infantry, throats were dry. All eyes watched in fascination, as the columns of men with their gleaming shields and rows of spears jutting out like the quills of a porcupine, manoeuvred slowly into position. Each man was alone in this struggle against his inner demons.

“It’s here, it’s here, its happening. Oh eye of a buffalo, it’s starting, it’s really starting now!” Tanku was going on and on with his hand clamped tight across Rishabha’s forearm. They were all there in the students’ infantry—Rishabha, the twins, Nala and even Radha. Aditya, Charaka, and Sameera on the other hand, were a part of the students’ cavalry, which had been stationed on their left flank.

Acharya Chanakya now rode up in front of their lines. All sounds ceased as he held up his hands to speak. The students quietened down, Acharya’s horse bucked back and forth as it trotted up and down the lines. He was addressing them, “Students, men, my most beloved comrades! Look at me!”

“Look at me!” Acharya called out loudly again.

Students’ eyes were glued to the events taking place on the opposite side, the dense bristling rows of spears, the gleaming metal shields, and the horsehair plumes fluttering on those helmets. They turned their attention back to Acharya.

“Look at me! Ignore the enemy! Look at my face and concentrate on what I have to say—ignore the enemy, I say. He is just a man, like you and me. He is a mortal and moreover, he is just as scared as you and I are.”

“In fact, he is even more scared than you. You are here in your own country, surrounded by friends and comrades, while he is millions of kos away from his own land. If he dies today, who will cremate him here, who will light his pyre, who will complete the rituals that are necessary for his soul to find peace? Who will support his family back home? If he loses the battle today in this foreign land, where will he run to? He can’t even hide among the population, for he has no one here.

Believe me, comrades all of these thoughts are now running through his mind. They turn the blood to ice in his veins, they whisper into his ears. Look, just look at them—take a good long look at their spears and you will see the tips swaying, shaking, trembling like leaves.”

Each eye in the battalion turned towards the far-off Greeks. It was true—the spear tips seemed to be swaying. Was it the wind . . .?

“Do you observe how they shake? That is not the wind comrades—it is fear that makes them tremble. Now look at me! Enough of the enemy—look at me.”

Reluctant eyes tore themselves away from the spectacle unfolding half a kos away.

“Yes, the invader is afraid; he is scared for he is just as mortal as you and me! Remember that when you fight him today! Also remember that he is here for conquest, he is here, driven by a King’s greed while you—you stand today on your own land. You fight to protect what is yours. If you give way today, if you feel like running and saving yourselves, where will you run? Behind you are your own families, your lands, your livestock, and your cities. Where will you run to? How will you answer your families, how will you face your elders and your teachers? What will you tell your mothers when they ask you news of the battle? How will you face your ancestors when you go to the other side?

We have our backs to everything we possess, everything that is worth loving, and everything that is in danger of being crushed beneath the boots of this invader, this infiltrator, this thief who has broken into our homes. Have you seen how lionesses fight when their cubs are threatened? Even the beasts of the jungle know how to protect their own, and you are after all humans!

Also, remember, they are outsiders—they are not one of us. Remember their record: they carried out wholesale massacres at Maskavati, Ayurna and among the many villages of the Ashvakas and Ashvakayanas. So don’t be under any illusions my friends—this is a fight to the finish. There will be no quarter given. So steel your hearts comrades, and swear on yourselves that you will not retreat. Can you do that?”

“We will,” shouted seven hundred voices.

“Will you retreat?”

“No!” came an answering wave of sound.

“Utthisht Bharata!” shouted Acharya

“Utthisht Bharata!!”

“Utthisht Bharata!!!”

“Utthisht Bharata!”

Again and again and again, the answering waves rolled across the battlefield and swept over the ranks of the Greeks who were assembling.

***




The phalanxes at the centre were thin and undermanned.  Many detachments were yet to arrive. The horse archers and the Companion Cavalry were amassed on the right flank, next to the ravine. From here, the majestic figure of Porus, standing surrounded by his troops on an elephant of extraordinary size, could be clearly seen. There was a flurry of activity around him. The King was giving orders, and drums were being beaten.

The knot of officers standing around Alexander were tense with anticipation. Their magnificent horses stood stiff-legged, shaking their manes in the wind, and the officers themselves seemed like carved statues, made out of shining metal.

“Something’s  up,  my  Lord,”  said  Hephaestion,  addressing Alexander.

“We don’t have enough men on the field . . .” observed Seleucus.

Everyone knew what that meant. The Macedonian phalanxes were under strength and if Porus ordered a general attack now, he might scatter the Greeks like dust. Then he could mop up the rest of the battalions piecemeal, as they marched up towards the battlefield.

“We’ll have to keep him busy,” Alexander said with a flick of his head towards Atheas.

Atheas knew his orders. He saluted and left. His men were ready, neatly assembled in front of the Greek lines. Within minutes, a thousand horse archers took off from the Greek lines, the earth thundering under them. The first action of the Battle of Hydaspes had started. The Indian left flank, the two thousand heavy cavalry standing right next to the riverbank, and the chariots screening them were under attack.

The Dahae came in wave after wave. One line of archers would gallop straight up to the Indian lines, let loose their arrows and turn back, even as another line of archers came up behind them. Death fell from the sky and pandemonium reigned among the densely packed masses of horses. Men fought for control over their horses, even as they held their wicker shields up with their hands.

The worst of the punishment was taken by the chariots in front. Within minutes, the massive shields being carried by the shield bearers were studded with arrows, looking like giant pincushions. The Indian archers now let loose their own volley of arrows at the constantly moving targets in front.

Standing under this hail of arrows with no clear orders from the King, panic and desperation were rising among the ranks of the cavalry. The five hundred cavalry of the Takshashila students too, was positioned on the left flank and confusion ran riot amongst them. Were they supposed to attack? Why was the King not ordering an attack? Had they marched all this way only to be mowed down by arrows? God, what was Maharaj Puru doing?

Standing among the densely packed rows of horses, Aditya repeatedly patted Ashvaghosha, trying to calm him down. The boy on his right was muttering gibberish in some unidentifiable Prakrit. Charaka, who was standing right in front of him, looked back, his eyes popping out of his head. Arrows thudded into the soft mud all around them, as they peered from under their shields.

And all at once, everything suddenly came alive. With wild yells replacing the terror of standing motionless, the Indian cavalry surged through the screen of chariots in front of them, charging straight  at the horse archers. Aditya too, was carried along by the swelling tide. Yelling and screaming, they crashed into a body of Dahae who were unlucky enough to have been coming in for the attack at the wrong time. Many of these were literally swept off their feet, horse and all, and were then trampled underfoot by the advancing wave of Indians.

There was the tremendous noise of two armies crashing into one another, the cracking sound of spears and javelins shattering upon impact, the yells and screams of terrified men, and the neighing of horses. All Aditya could see in front of him, was the densely-packed crowd of horse’s haunches and the confused masses of his own countrymen. The fight was raging all around him, and yet, he had not exchanged blows with a single enemy.

Suddenly, the packed crowd of horses and men started forward again. The Dahae were giving way and were engaged in headlong flight. With whoops of rage and exultation, the mass of horses started chasing them off the field—the line opened up and Aditya suddenly found himself in front, shouting and screaming for all he was worth.

In the centre of the lines, commanding a view of the entire battlefield, Maharaj Puru sat on his elephant. His hands were balled up into fists and his eyes glittered with excitement. Victory was almost within grasp.

A huge tumult arose all around him, as the Indian soldiers saw the cavalry driving off masses of Greeks from the battlefield. The Maharaj gestured down to his officers—the two thousand cavalry on the right wing were to swing around behind the lines and reinforce the attack taking place on the left. From his vantage point, the King could clearly see that the Greek cavalry was outnumbered. At most, the Greek cavalry appeared to be three thousand in number, apart from the horse archers who were already being driven from the field.

What the King could not see, were the three thousand additional cavalry under Coenus that had been kept off the field, and which stood crowded together on the strip of the riverbank, next to the ravine to the right of the Greeks. The high walls of the ravine on their left hid them from Porus’s view, and the path ahead for them was also open, for the Indian left wing was already in the thick  of the fighting.

Out in the field, the battle had become bloodier and more intense. The three thousand Companion Cavalry rode up to the  aid of their beleaguered comrades. The two cavalries clashed in the middle, the Indians carrying the momentum forward with them. Two thousand horsemen from their right flank, now reinforced  the Indians, and their combined weight slowly started driving the Greeks back.

The medical student Charaka was in the very thick of the fighting. Both his javelins had been shattered, and he was now down to  the khadga in his hand. Holding it firmly in his right hand, he charged at a Yavana on horseback but at the last moment his horse stumbled on something, broke its foreleg and plunged headlong into the wet, slippery ground. Charaka was thrown over the horse’s head, and the Greek’s xyston sliced across his arm and his body slammed into the ground with terrific force. Lying sideways with his head resting in the mud, he saw another Yavana who had been unhorsed, come limping towards him with a crazed look in his eyes.

Charaka scrambled desperately to his knees, and fell over backwards in terror, as the man slashed wildly at him with his sword. He was now lying on his back as the unknown Greek soldier loomed up over him, raising his sword overhead for a blow that could cleave him in two. Covered in mud and yelling like beasts of the jungle, the two men now engaged in a life-and-death struggle. The Greek xiphos descended with relentless force, and met the upraised khadga of the Indian with a clang. The Yavana pushed down upon his sword and Charaka’s khadga descended lower and lower.

In desperation, Charaka started kicking him again and again and again, trying to push him away, even as his own khadga was being forced down upon him. At the last moment, one of his kicks landed on a fresh, open wound that the Yavana had received on his thigh. The man staggered back and the force of the sword pushing down on Charaka relaxed. In that one instant, Charaka had brushed his sword aside and driven his own khadga, deep into the man’s groin.

Warm, sticky blood gushed out all over his hands, the upraised sword in the hands of the Yavana fell to the earth, and the man stared straight into Charaka’s eyes, as his soul departed his mortal body. Time seemed to stop as the man slowly died, impaled upon Charaka’s khadga. As the still warm body toppled to the ground along with his khadga, the medical student got up on his feet and then staggered backwards, horrified. Blood covered his hands and he was not even sure if it was his own or someone else’s. Charaka’s head started swimming and his knees were trembling. The stench of fresh blood was overpowering.




Then, right in the middle of the battlefield, with life and death struggles going on all around him, Charaka crumpled to his feet. He had fainted.

It was at that very moment, that Coenus and his three thousand men made their move. They had been waiting for some time in the narrow passageway between the river and the ravine. They now, thundered down this passageway towards the Indian lines. There was no one to stop them.

They emerged into view just before the Indian lines at the point where the slope coming from the Greek end, merged into the flat land on the Indian side. Circling around, they charged up the slope, crashing into the Indian cavalry from behind. Four thousand Indian horsemen were now hemmed in from both sides by a six thousand-strong force of Greek cavalry.

Aditya, who was right on the frontlines in the very midst of the fighting, had no way of knowing what was going on at the back.  He had already killed three of the enemy and was now battling like an automaton, charging, swearing, and shouting like a madman. He speared a Yavana soldier right in the face, smashing his nose in. Blood spurted out of the man’s face as they jostled together on horseback. When he jerked his spear loose, the man toppled forward, falling off his horse and Aditya immediately urged Ashvaghosha over the poor fellow, trampling him into the mud.

Men were screaming and dying everywhere. A light rain had started up and the ground was a mush of mud, blood, sweat,  and other unholy bodily fluids. Those who had been unhorsed, staggered around in the mud, while mounds of bodies built up in places where the hottest fighting was taking place. Aditya saw one of the Indian students go down on his hands and knees to pick up the Takshashila University flag. The boy started waving it around, rallying his comrades forward; shouting hoarsely in a voice that  was swallowed up by the all-pervading din. Within minutes, he was killed by a Yavana horseman who speared him straight through the heart.

The Yavana in turn, was swiftly killed as two other Indians pounced on him. A desperate struggle broke out over a triangular piece of cloth, that lay covered in mud. Aditya too, plunged into the struggle shouting like a madman, spearing everything in sight. The Greek and Indian lines had become blurred and overlapped each other in places, the fighting growing bloodier and more desperate with every second. One of the Greek horsemen was literally swept off his feet, as his horse reared up and fell over on its side, toppled by the weight of Indian horses pushing forward. The Greeks in front of them, started to break ranks and flee, and the victorious Indian students now poured into the gap, shouting in exultation.

Meanwhile, unknown to Aditya, Coenus’ sudden attack had caused the Indian line to crumple in on itself. Men had suddenly been attacked from behind and many had been killed right in  the act of turning their horses around to face this new danger. Panicked soldiers at the rear, now pushed forward against their own countrymen. Under the crush of the attacking Greeks, multitudes of men and horses were pushed together in a dense crowd at the centre. The Greeks under Coenus were hacking their way through masses of horsemen, who had no room to manoeuvre.

Waves of panic now rippled through the Indian lines.

“We’ve been betrayed!” someone shouted.

“Surrounded on all sides!” hollered another.

Shouts of terror arose from the rear as men and horses pushed and heaved against each other at the centre, looking for an opening to escape. They started running back to the Indian lines, seeking shelter among the elephants and infantry.

“Run for it, we are surrounded!” raged someone to Aditya’s right.

Aditya, who had been driving the Greeks before him, suddenly realized that he was alone. The students around him had started turning back. Hordes of Greeks swarmed all around. Fending off repeated attacks by a Greek who seemed hell-bent on killing him, Aditya spurred Ashvaghosha around, slipped through a gap, and ran for his life, joining the crowds of panicstricken horsemen fleeing back across the field they had just charged over.

He saw a student, looking confused, and yet stubbornly maintaining his ground despite everyone retreating all around him.

“What’s happening?” he shouted.

“Run! You idiot, run!” came the reply

“We are surrounded!” shouted someone.

The student dithered till the very last moment, and finally joined the flood of Indian horsemen who were retreating. The Indian cavalry had been routed.

***

Puru, who commanded a view of the entire battlefield was  livid with rage. His plan was falling apart right in front of his very eyes. Why hadn’t someone spotted the Yavanas hiding next to the riverbank?

He fumed and cursed his  mahout and the shield bearer, but knew that the fault lay with him. He should have taken the ravine into account. By hiding his forces, Alexander had tricked him and now he was being forced to roll the dice. The beaten and disorganized units of the Indian cavalry sought shelter behind the elephants,  and their rout was rapidly spreading panic through the ranks. If he dithered at this crucial moment, his army might crumble away right in front of his eyes.

Puru leaned over to the officers and bodyguards who surrounded his elephants, and gave the orders. Trumpets and drums indicated the time for a general charge, and the infantry and elephants now joined the attack. The men shouted their war cries, the elephants trumpeted, and a great commotion rose up to the heavens.

On the other end, the Macedonian phalanxes were lined up. Soldiers closed the line, huddling shoulder to shoulder; hundreds of sarissas swooshed down from the vertical to the horizontal position, and the phalanxes now became a closed wall of shields. As many as six spearpoints projected out from every opening between two shields. The officers gave the orders and the phalanxes started forward, ambling first and then breaking into a light run as they went downhill, sarissas pointed forward. The two armies were charging towards one another.

Private Philotas himself was on the frontlines, part of the very second row of his phalanx. A huge elephant was charging straight towards them. On cue, the soldiers braced their sarissas against the ground with the spearpoints pointing upwards and crouched under their shields.

The last thing that Philotas remembered was the ear-splitting trumpeting of the elephant.

He regained consciousness after an indefinite interval. As he came to, he realized that he had been thrown clear by the shock of the impact, and there was a persistent ringing in his ears. His hearing was gone. He tried to get up, but found that his leg was twisted under the body of his mate, Lysimachus. Blood was splattered all over his groin. His head started spinning.

“Oh Apollo the far-seeker, anything but that! Apollo, Persephone, Panacea, anything but that, please!” he moaned as he gingerly felt the injured area. His tentative touches slowly increased in vigour as he realized that the blood was from Lysimachus. An intense elation now surged through every cell of his body.

“I can do it, I can do it! Oh, mother of god, I can do it!” he announced to no one in particular. This discovery breathed new life into him; the ringing in his ears cleared and the familiar sounds of the battlefield took over.

“Come on, lads—up with you! Come on!”

The words came floating up to his ears as if from far off. He saw the  enomotia Karanos trying to rally the battered remnants of their regiment. Karanos looked stunned and blood was pouring out of his nose. All around him were dead bodies. The elephant had torn right through the phalanx, crushing soldiers with its feet and throwing them with its trunk. The Indian infantry had poured in behind the elephants and hacked, crushed, and speared many of his compatriots. He was lucky to be alive.

He looked around the battlefield and it looked like the fighting had moved on. A particularly desperate struggle had ensued, a little way to their right.

“Come on, lads! Form up!” yelled the bloodied and helmetless Karanos, waving his sword about as if it were a baton.

Miraculously, many of the seemingly dead men started rising to their feet one by one. Some of them had merely been pretending  to be dead, while others had genuinely been knocked unconscious. Philotas too, struggled to his feet and picked up a sarissa lying on the ground. His shield was still attached to his neck.

Fifteen men lined up in three ragged rows, and with sarissas lowered, they charged into the fight taking place to their right. Luckily, they caught the unsuspecting Indians on the flank and managed to drive them off.

***

The section where the students were fighting was particularly bloody. They threw themselves on the Greeks with the sort of reckless courage that only the young possess.

The compact, straight front of the Greek Phalanx had been smashed inwards, and the two sides now met each other along a jagged, irregular line. The men in the front rows hacked, speared, and pushed frantically against the enemy, while those in the rear used their spears to jab at the enemy, going over the heads of their own compatriots. Many of the students in the front rows pushed their khadgas in, under the gleaming metal shields of the Greeks, stabbing at their calves and ankles. Others used their bare hands to pull the shields down and smite the faces of the enemy with  the khadga in their other hand. All along the frontline, bodies fell like flies and simply piled up, getting in the way of the side that  was pushing forward. More Greeks and Indians were dying  from being trampled by their own comrades, than by the weapons of the enemy.

In the middle, masses of students were simply wedged in by  the crush of their own countrymen. Radha, Nala, and Tanku were standing in the fourth row from the front, crushed against each other in the jostling, heaving, mass of students.

Meanwhile, their friend Rishabha was in the front lines. He had been hacking, stabbing, and pushing since the battle started and had begun to foam at the mouth. A spear had cut through his cheek and his face was a horrible mixture of clotted blood and foam. His long hair was damp with sweat and stuck close to his temples, getting entangled in the coagulated bloody mess on his cheek. His arms and shoulders felt heavy and his knees were giving way. Finally, he collapsed out of sheer exhaustion and was pulled out from under people’s feet by Tanku, who dragged him to the rear.

Now in the third row, Nala and Radha rose on their toes and with their spears held in an overhand grip, they jabbed at the Greeks from over the heads of their comrades. Radha’s spear smashed into a Greek’s face and got stuck in the man’s eye socket. Letting it go, she pulled out her khadga.

Nala was still pushing into the back of the person in front of him when an elephant materialized out of nowhere. It came charging in from the left and smashed into the Greek lines. Immediately, pandemonium ensued. Nala saw it pick up a Greek soldier in its trunk and dash the poor man’s brains out on the ground. Many others were crushed to death. The Greeks’ lines collapsed as they fell over each other in their hurry to escape. Many simply dropped their weapons and ran.

But the elephant was out of control. Someone had gouged out both its eyes and the poor beast was now running amok. Trampling over the Greeks, it now charged into the Indian lines. Its mahout seemed to be unable to make it stop.

Indians in the front now tried to push back against the weight of their own countrymen. Many of them simply ran towards the Greek lines, which had scattered. In trying to escape, Nala slipped and fell on his back, as the elephant tore through the crowd, coming straight in his direction.

***

Seven hours had gone by, but the battle continued unabated. Craterus had crossed over with his troops and routed the small Indian force Porus had left behind at camp. Overwhelming numbers of Greeks now surrounded the Indians on every side. Yet, stubbornly, the Indians fought on.

The fighting had been particularly bloody, the bloodiest in Alexander’s career. Never before had a battle continued for so long, nor had so many Macedonians ever been killed. Alexander himself had been thrown from his horse after getting caught in a surprise cavalry charge by the Indians. His favourite horse Bucephalas had died under him, shot through the neck by the spear of an Indian cavalryman.

His bodyguards had shielded him, the Indian attack had been beaten back and the Greek King was now sitting on a rock near  the small mountain that dominated the battlefield. All around him, were the officers and generals of his staff. They watched the battle in grim silence. Everyone could see the majestic figure of the Indian King Porus. He was wounded in the shoulder, but was ceaselessly rallying his troops.

“This has to stop, my King! We will win, but I fear that the cost in terms of Macedonian lives will be too high. If this continues, we may become too weak to control our own allies, and those who have already surrendered to us, will start getting ambitious,” said Hephaestion.

Alexander’s face clouded over. In every previous battle they had fought, the enemy had broken and run after a particular breakthrough. Slaughtering such fleeing, disorganized bands had been easy—but here the Indians stood their ground, and were making each life count.

Alexander’s eyes, which were normally of two different colours, now flashed amber as they often did during times of extreme emotion. He had come to a decision.

“Hephaestion, send him terms for a truce. Tell him that there is no sense in this useless slaughter. Doubtless, he knows that further resistance is futile. It can only end in his death, the wiping out of his clan, the loss of his army, and of his land. If on the other hand, he submits to us now, his cities will be safe from plunder—he can retain his possessions, and his land and honour will be untouched. In turn, he will be chief among our allies. We will conquer the world together and he can lead at the head of our combined armies. He will be shown due respect if he joins us . . .”

Alexander continued dictating  the  message.  Ambhi  was asked to send an Indian emissary with the offer of truce—he was immediately struck dumb with shock. He had joined the Greeks in the hope of defeating Porus and gaining from the venture, and here was Alexander asking for a truce, and promising to make his rival a ‘leading ally’. As traitors often find out, Ambhi too realized that the tactic of involving outside powers in one’s own power struggles can be a double-edged sword.

Despite his reservations, an Indian messenger was sent, but  was rebuffed by Porus on the grounds that he would only talk to Alexander. Finally, a Greek officer was sent along with an Indian interpreter, and an answer was received, which said that Porus would agree only if he were treated ‘As a King treats another King.’ In other words, Porus would accept a truce only and only on equal terms.

Alexander agreed and the  Battle  of  the  Hydaspes  came  to an end. The dream of Chanakya and Chandragupta, to repel the invaders from the land of Bharata had once again been thwarted by a ruler’s instinct of self-preservation.

f approval from all over the Indian lines.


The Aftermath

Puru retained all his lands and also became Alexander’s chief ally in India. His ally, Abhisharma of Kashmir, who had been marching to his aid, also joined the Greeks. With a host of powerful allies on Alexander’s side, all of India seemed to be within grasp of the Greeks. 

For the rebels under Chanakya, this was terrible news. They fled Maharaj Puru’s camp en masse. These remaining students, the weary and shattered remnants of a once sizeable army, again sought refuge in the familiar forests outside Takshashila. 

The scene was indescribable. Twenty to thirty discarded limbs lay in a heap among the shrubs and weeds of the forest floor. These were the arms and legs of the patients who had been amputated. The patients themselves lay on the floor or on hammocks, which had been strung up using vines and pieces of cloth. Some of them moaned incessantly. Flies buzzed around everywhere and an overwhelming stench of blood, vomit, and faeces hung in the air.

Young medical students, some of whom had never dealt with live cases before this, moved silently among the patients, trying in vain to hide their own panic and fear from those whom they were treating. Lengths of cotton cloth, attached to bamboo poles, screened this section of the forest from outside view.

Nearby, a swiftly flowing stream cut through the dense forest, and a number of horses stood in the water, neighing softly. They were being washed and rubbed down by students who seemed totally immersed in the task. Others washed clothes and utensils by the side of the stream. A little further down, many of the students lay on the abundant grass, staring at the sky or sleeping. Still others sat with their head in their hands. Very few were talking.

A large group had formed around a bald, dirty-looking hobgoblin of a man. He was boasting loudly about his exploits in the battle.

“That daughter fucker still refused to die. Can you believe it? He stuck his head up right in between my legs, right there . . . So I says to myself, by the gods, these pasty-faced patsys, they seem to know something even my wife doesn’t . . .” The old man went on and on, “And what do you think, my wife’s run away and now they got my right hand? By God, what is a man to do?”

He stuck up his right arm and waved it around for emphasis. The hand had been sliced off at the wrist, and the stump was covered by large green leaves that had been tied together with cotton thread. Only a few of the students laughed.

In the five days since the battle, the students had aged. There was something hard-edged in the faces now, something cynical in the once enthusiastic eyes. Most of them were wounded and many had seen their friends die in front of them. Out of the total force  of twelve hundred students that had joined the Kekeyan army, only seven hundred remained.

The street smart Sameera was dead, having perished during the cavalry attack on Alexander. His body was later found just yards away from the spot where Alexander’s horse Bucephalas had been killed.

Nala had been trampled upon by an elephant; Buddhaditya had been hacked to pieces, and Bodhisattwa lay injured and unconscious in the patients’ section. Aditya, Radha, and Rishabha were safe, though each one of them had received multiple wounds to their body. Miraculously, even Charaka had survived. He had fainted on the battlefield, and had passed the duration of the battle lying among the dead bodies. It was only when some scavengers were trying to yank a ring off his fingers at night that he came to, giving them the shock of their lives.

The surviving rebels now pondered their fate. They had all thrown away an excellent education for what seemed to be an increasingly uncertain future. The future of the movement itself was in question. They were few in number, had no allies, and had been militarily marginalized. A pall of gloom hung over the camp.

That evening, Acharya Chanakya gave a short speech. Everyone crowded into a clearing, lamps were lit, and Acharya’s powerful, passionate voice boomed through the forest.

“Comrades, I see sadness and weariness all around me, and   I understand. It’s natural. It’s natural, for five hundred of our beloved friends have died. Five hundred of our bravest, best young students—students who had a brilliant future ahead of them, have been cut down by the foreign invader, and now the invader sits cozy in our land being wined and dined by our own rulers, while we have lost our friends, lost our futures, and now hide here, deep inside the forests and scared for our lives, hunted by both Ambhi and the Greeks, and with no one to shelter us.

It is but natural for us to be sombre when we think of the situation we are in. But that is not what I wanted to talk about. You all know it well enough yourselves, and there is no need to belabour the point. The courageous man is not the one who sinks into gloom and depression over his troubles, but the man who takes up arms and strives against it. Complaints, self-pity or regrets have never solved any problem and they never will. It is positive action that man was built for, and it is only through this trait that he has attained mastery over this world.

However, action without proper reflection is nothing. If you are depressed, that is good. I say it is a blessing, for depression is just a way of telling you that something is wrong in your life. Work through it, suffer through it, and identify what is bothering you. Once you have worked through your depression, you will know what the problem with you is, and what you need to do about it. At that point, come your actions, your struggle to change the situation, the cause, the seed that gives rise to these feelings of unhappiness.

The struggle is not easy, it is hard and it takes time. Changing any situation takes time, whether it is that of your own life or the condition of our country. You could always avert your eyes from the cause, drown yourself in material pleasures, or take opium and madhu, and just forget about the situation. You can lose yourself in watching sports, gambling on your favourite sportspersons, or you can drown yourself in listening to music and watching Natya, or any other form of entertainment that you can think of. But remember, when you come back to your senses, the same situation will still be there—staring you in the face.

Millions of our countrymen do this, but I do not call that a solution at all. The only proper solution to a problem is to deal with it, and that requires action.

I am getting ahead of myself here. Before action, as I said, comes reflection and all I want to do is, lay before you some points to think about, as you reflect on your state of affairs. Do keep these in mind when you think about it.

You already know the negatives of our circumstances. I need not repeat them. What I do want to point out, however, are the positives that we can take away from the recent events. There is a lot to rejoice about, in what has come to pass, and first of all, I want to say how proud you all have made me. My heart bursts with pride and joy, when I think of your valour and sacrifices, and I cannot tell you what an honour it is to have you as my students. If only some of the acharyas and our friends from Takshashila could have witnessed the way in which you fought.

Congratulate yourselves, for you have put the fear of the  gods into the hearts of the Yavanas. Not one of you retreated, and we stood our ground for over eight hours. More than fifteen hundred Yavanas have died, far more than in any of their previous battles. You think that we have been defeated—but I tell you, we are closer to victory than you could ever imagine. If Maharaj Puru, the ruler of Kekeya could bleed them so much, believe me friends, the Yavanas will think twice before invading the heart of BharatvarshaCongratulate yourselves also, for you have shown the world something that will serve as a model for generations to come. For the first time ever, a force consisting of Indians from all regions, speaking different dialects and practicing different religions has stood as one on the battlefield and shown its mettle. I promise you that from this small nucleus of a force I see in front of me, will arise a great Bharatiya army that will unify Bharatvarsha and drive the Yavanas from this land. The hopes for our future must reside only in this kind of an army.

You must remember that there are only a few routes into India and all of them from the North West. When we look beyond those passes, we see an area of harsh mountains and barren lands. But when they look beyond those passes, they see fertile lands stretching away to the deltas and unimaginable prosperity. Because of this simple difference, even our most powerful ganarajyas will rarely attack across those passes, while those on the other side will attack us whenever they have an opportunity to do so. Whenever we are united, we will hold them, but invaders like the present ones will always penetrate deep into our heartlands everytime we are divided. What I am telling you today is: I see in front of me a united Indian army that will be the salvation of Bharatvarsha. It is this army that will throw these Yavanas out. It is this force that will necessarily be the nucleus of a much greater all-India confederation that we will build tomorrow.

Now congratulate yourselves, for this is only the start of a much longer struggle. I promise you now, that we will continue the fight. The battle has ended but the war has not, so gird up your loins. Anyone who wants to leave may go his way, but for myself, I promise you today that the struggle will continue. I leave you now to think of your future course of action. If you join me, I promise you blood, sweat, and tears, and also, the chance of working on  a great nation building mission. Should you decide to leave, I will understand and forever be grateful to you for what you have done. That’s it, comrades—please think long and hard.”

That night, Aditya lay by the side of the stream, looking up at the star-lit sky. He thought of the strange turns his life had taken and of all he had lost. Life had brought him back to the same place he had started out from. He thought of Pandi who was gone, and of Devika who seemed to belong to another world now. Finally, he thought of his brother and his burning desire to avenge his death. He had always thought that this revenge would be his life’s goal.

Rishabha came up and lay down beside him, and they talked quietly for some time. Later, Aditya woke up in the middle of the night. Looking at Rishabha and at the other bodies sprawled all around him, he had an epiphany. His brother was dead, but he was still among brothers. Rishabha was his brother and so was Pandi, who had taught him all he knew. So, were the hundreds of others laying spread out all over the forest floor. These were the brothers who had stood shoulder-to-shoulder with him in battle and in life; they had protected his back and even sacrificed themselves for him. He looked at the wound on his arm, and felt the blood running strong through his veins. He lived, his body felt supple and alive, and he was surrounded by a band of brothers, the only brothers who mattered now.

A feeling of intense energy came over him. The fight for India was not over, and neither was his fight for revenge. He was alive, he was strong, and his brothers were at his side. The fight would continue!

, where much bigger ganarajyas await them.


NOTES

A

Acharya An ancient Indian term for a respected teacher.

Akhara Akhara refers to the place of practice or exercise. At its basic, it is the dirt pit in which wrestling matches are conducted.  In addition, there might be more facilities for exercise as well as  for lodging. Irrespective of religion, wrestlers consider this mud pit sacred, and preparing and maintaining the pit is a full-time activity, and a good source of exercise for the wrestlers. The pit itself is carefully maintained and created by mixing three different kinds of soil as well as oil, kumkum, turmeric, milk, or buttermilk and more. Before every training session, it is dug up, raked, and then smoothened carefully to remove small pebbles, and to create a uniform texture. The soil thus prepared, is said to prevent infections and rashes, absorb sweat, and is soft enough to absorb heavy throws, and hard enough to provide a grip.

 Amaravati A town in the Guntur district of Andhra Pradesh. It was a prominent city from Buddhist times. After the fall of the Mauryas, Amaravati achieved prominence as the capital of the Satavahana Empire.

 Amatya A minister—the kings of ancient India were usually advised and helped by a group of ministers and officials looking after different departments such as revenue, agriculture, justice, and diplomacy. In the Arthashastra, Chanakya himself has mentioned a few qualities for an ideal amatya appointee.

 Ananda Vihara Viharas were basically monasteries, where monks would take shelter during the rainy season. Later, they evolved  into permanent structures and places for imparting education. Some viharas evolved into important Buddhist universities, such as Nalanda. It is interesting to note that the name of the Indian state of Bihar comes from vihara, probably because the region  was dotted with numerous viharas. Ananda Vihara refers to a Buddhist monastery constructed of bricks in Pataliputra; the remains of which have been found in Kumhrar on the outskirts of Patna.

 Arahant A perfected person, or someone who has attained Nirvana. In everyday usage, senior monks (as discerned by the colour of their robes) are sometimes referred to as Arahants.

 Arigaon, Pushkalavati and Aranya Pura This refers to Ora, Peucalaotis, and Aornos all of them fort towns, which were subjugated on the way. The forts of Ora and Aornos were taken after a bitter fight, while Pushkalavati surrendered and its chieftain joined the Greek armies.

 Arya A term of respect used in ancient India, for men of high birth. In such usage, there was no racial connotation attached to it.

 ‘As a King treats another King’ This statement, attributed to Porus, who said it to Alexander after the battle, seems to point to  a truce or alliance between the two kings, rather than an outright victory for Alexander.

While all major historians hold that Porus was defeated by Alexander at the Battle of the Hydaspes, I do not find it inconceivable that the battle ended in a truce. Perhaps, its just my national pride that makes me think this way, but here are the reasons I believe Alexander did not defeat Porus. They are:

•As a King treats another King: This statement itself does not sound as one uttered by a captured, defeated and wounded captive. It means Porus was still the King of his realm—he had not lost his crown.

•Porus was restored to his kingdom: This circumstance too seems suspicious to me. Alexander is said to have restored his kingdom to Porus out of generosity and admiration for his bravery. My question is, where was this generosity, when it came to the defenders of Tyre, of Massaga, or the rebels in Bactria? Each of these parties had defended their cities bravely and relentlessly.

•Within twenty years of this decisive defeat, India was able to throw out Alexander’s successor Seleucus beyond its borders. The vaunted discipline of the phalanxes, which held firm under the pressure of the elephants of Porus, did not seem to avail much to Seleucus who entered into a treaty with Chandragupta Maurya where he ceded him territory, gave his own daughter in marriage to Chandragupta, and in turn, received five hundred elephants.

Also, keep in mind the following points. The Seleucid state (the same one that could not hold onto Alexander’s Indian possessions), proved to be the strongest among all the successor states of Alexander’s empire. While Greek warriors who had never seen elephants were (supposedly) able to tackle them with aplomb at Hydaspes, the five hundred elephants that Seleucus received from Chandragupta Maurya, allowed him to defeat all the other Greek successor states at the Battle of Ipsus. In fact, a hundred years later, Hannibal was able to terrorize entire Roman armies with just twenty elephants. Yet, we are told that in India, the Greeks handled Porus’s elephants fairly easily.

•Alexander rode his favourite horse Bucephalas into every battle, but it was only at this battle that his horse was killed, presumably from right under him.

•The reasons behind the refusal of his army to go further into India at the River Hydaspes (Beas), also seems suspicious. The men apparently, were weary of war and wanted to go back to see their families. Yet, now we know for a fact, that a considerable portion of Alexander’s armies were fresh recruits from Macedonia and newly raised troops from Persia and Central Asia. In fact, many of the veterans had been discharged at Ecbatana once before, and these were not the men whom Greek historians maintain, had grown old and were weary of war.

Added to this, another curious circumstance—a few years later, at Opis, when Alexander wanted to discharge the veterans and injured from his army, they actually revolted at  his decision. Did their appetite for war return, once they were back in territories firmly in Alexander’s control? Did they, all of a sudden, no longer wish to see their families and children back in Macedonia?

•In fact, every bit of research I have done about Alexander’s India campaign, points to the fact that India proved to be an extremely tough nut to crack for the Greeks. Consider the number of times Alexander was injured in India (in the ankle, shoulder, and in his chest at Multan). In fact, many historians hold that the fever he died of was, because of an infection from a wound he had received in India. Even his horse Bucephalas died in India.

Consider the fact, that Alexander showed an inordinately cruel streak in India (far more than what he was capable of, in his earlier campaigns). Whole populations of rebels and defenders were massacred. This might be ascribed to the dogged and unrelenting quality of the opposition he faced here.

Consider even the fact that Alexander apparently gifted Ambhi almost 1000 talents of gold as a present to seal their alliance. 1000 talents amounts to almost 25 tonnes of gold, and it only indicates that Most of all, while the Greeks retained many of their Persian, Babylonian, and Egyptian conquests for many centuries, they could not hold on to their Indian territories for more than twenty years.

 Ashtapada A board game that appeared in a list of games that the Buddha would not play. It could be played by two to four players, and had some similarities to the later Chaturanga, which gave rise to chess.

 Assakas/Asmakas One of the sixteen Mahajanapadas of ancient India, the Assaka Janapada was located south of the Vindhyas, roughly corresponding to the regions of Nizamabad, Azimabad, Nanded, and Yavatmal in present-day Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra.

 Avantis They were also one of the sixteen Mahajanapadas, and corresponded to the Malwa region of present day India.

B

 Bahlika Also known as Zariaspa, this was the ancient city of Balkh or Bactria in northern Afghanistan. The founder of Zoroastrianism was said to be from this region. Today’s Bahls of Punjab are descendants of the ancient Bahlikas. They were frequently mentioned in the ancient Indian texts and I have used them to describe the Bactrians to who accompanied Alexander’s army.

 Bali, bhaga, and shulka These were different types of taxes collected by the State during this period. Bhaga was levied on agricultural produce and cattle, at the rate of one-sixth of total produce, while bali is supposed to be a tax levied on the amount of land cultivated.

 Bhaand They were the traditional folk entertainers of India and the term could be applied to jesters, storytellers, and actors. Satire was a big part of their repertoire and they usually travelled from one village to another, with their performances.

 Bhaja Vihara The name Bhaja Vihara has been taken from the twenty-two rock-cut caves near Lonavla.

 Bhante It means ‘venerable Sir’, and is a polite form of addressing Buddhist monks.

 Bhikshaam dehi ‘Bhikshaam Dehi’ or ‘Bhavati Bhikshaam Dehi’ basically means ‘give me alms’. Brahmacharis or young male students, ascetics and monks, i.e., all those who had cut off their ties with the material world, depended upon larger society to fulfill their minimal needs. They would go from door to door with a begging bowl chanting out bhikshaam dehi to the lady of the house. Even Buddha himself did this, and it is this practice that can be said to be the root of the Buddhist term for monks and nuns (Bhikkhu for males and  Bhikkhuni for females).

 Bhoosa Broken straw and husk, generally used as fodder.

 Bharukaccha Known to the Greeks and Romans as Barigaza, this was the ancient name of Bharuch in Gujarat. It was an important ship-building centre and seaport to countries to the west of India. Many goods from the far-east were regularly shipped here during the monsoons, making the city a terminus for several key land-sea trade routes.

 Brahmi/Kharoshti Brahmi and Kharoshti were two major writing systems in ancient India. While Kharoshti was derived from the Aramaic script and was written from right to left, Brahmi, whose origin is disputed, was written from left to right. Interestingly, Brahmi gave rise to Devanagari, Tibetan, Sarada (Kashmiri), as well as the Javanese script in Indonesia, the Khmer alphabet in Cambodia, Mon script in Burma as well as the Phags-pa script of the Mongol empire.

C

 Chanakya was a Jain While it is commonly believed that Chanakya was a Hindu (Vedic Brahmin), a number of Jain works, which contain the most detailed descriptions of Chanakya legend, hold that Chanakya as well as Chandragupta were both Jains. Both of them famously died in a typically Jain manner, by undertaking Santhara, ritual fasting to death.

 Chandals They were the lowest group in the Indian caste system, and were designated as untouchables. They usually lived on the edges of settlements and engaged in occupations such as weaving rush-mats and hunting. Over time, they came to be associated with the disposal of corpses.

 Charaka Referred to, as the father of medicine, he was one of the sages credited with developing Ayurveda, the ancient Indian system of healing. He is the author of the  Charaka Samhita and the first physician to describe the systems of digestion, metabolism, and immunity. While there is considerable controversy over the details of his life, some authorities contend that he studied in Takshashila and was a contemporary of Chanakya. If this is true, this would place him in Takshashila at the time of Alexander’s invasion. This interesting possibility, led me to fictionalize him as a student who befriends the hero of this novel.

  Cheetal  Spotted  deer,  which  commonly  inhabits  the  wooded regions of the Indian subcontinent.

 Chitt In Indian wrestling, known as Malla Yuddh, the objective is  to pin your opponent to the ground in such a way that both his shoulder blades are pinned to the ground. When that happens, the opponent is said to be chitt or defeated. The word has since spread into common usage to indicate defeat or submission, such as in the phrase ‘chaaron khaane chit’ or all four points pinned down.

 Cuirass Armour that is worn to protect the wearer’s upper body or torso. It can be formed from a single or multiple pieces of metal, or other rigid material, and is usually connected to a back piece.

D

 Dandakaranya A vast forested region of ancient India, which finds mention in the literature of this time, as well as in the Ramayana. The area of Dandakaranya included parts of present-day Chattisgarh, Maharshtra, and Andhra Pradesh.

 Description of the Greeks Alexander the Great strongly promoted shaving in his armies, and this lack of facial hair, and keeping short hair among his troops, was a source of considerable amazement to the ancient Indians.

 Description of Indians Various Greek writers accompanying Alexander commented that the Indians were taller than any other people in the world. Alexander’s admiral Nearchus said, “Physically, the Indians are slim. They are tall and much lighter in weight than other men. They wear earrings of ivory, they dye their beards, some of them were whitest of white, others dark blue, red, or purple, or even green. Their clothes are of linen, either brighter than all other linen, or made to seem so by the people’s dark skin; they dress in a tunic down to the mid-calf and throw an outer mantle around their shoulders; another is wound around their head.

 Dystros One of the months in the ancient Macedonian calendar. It would roughly correspond to the months of February and March in the Julian calendar.

E

 Ecbatana An ancient city in Western Iran, located near the modern city of Hamadan, it was the capital of the Median Empire, before being conquered by Cyrus the Great, who established the Persian Achaemenid Empire. Ecbatana continued to serve as the summer capital under the Achaemenids.

 Elephants in ancient Indian armies India is thought to be the first place where elephants were trained for combat purposes. Indian armies of this period were divided into four main divisions— infantry, elephants, chariots, and archers. Elephants were highly valued by the armies of different Janapadas. In terms of their usage and impact during battle, the war elephants of this era have been compared to the tanks used by modern armies.

F

 Faravahr is one of the best known symbols of Zoroastrianism, which was the state religion of the Acheamenid dynasty. This symbol is prominently featured in many royal inscriptions and buildings of pre-islamic Iran, as well as in Parsee homes and temples. In present-day Zoroastrianism, the faravahr is said to be a reminder of one’s purpose in life, which is to live in such a way that the soul progresses towards frasho-kereti, or union with Ahura Mazda, the supreme deity.

G

 Gahapati Literally meaning ‘Head of the Household’, this term  is frequently referenced in literature from this period. It is usually applied to wealthy landowners, particularly those who employed non-kin labour called  dasas and karmakaras. Judging from the references as well, the rural, agriculture-based economies of that time, they were probably wealthy and influential, providing patronage to Brahmins and Buddhist monks, as well as taxes to the state. The smaller farmers with limited land-holdings, i.e., those who typically worked the land themselves, were known as kassakas/krishakas.

 Gaja Unit of length used in different parts of Asia. Historically, it was a regionally variable measurement, similar to the English ‘yard’. Gaja was apparently introduced to India by the Mughals, so using it in this story is just a licence taken by me.

 Ganarajyas Contrary to popular conception,  ganarajyas  in  ancient India were not exactly democracies, but more like tribal oligarchies, where all members of a particular tribe or clan, or even a confederacy of different tribes shared power through an assembly or council of elders. Janapadas that had this system of governance were typically more fractious and suffered from periods of internal turmoil and power struggles, as different cliques fought for control over the council of elders. Due to this, most of these ganarajyas or janasanghas were later swallowed up by monarchies and this system of governance was able to survive only in mountainous and inaccessible areas.

 Gandhari The form of Prakrit spoken in the North Western regions of India was different from the Ardha Magadhi spoken in the eastern regions of India. This same split was seen later, as the difference between Shauraseni Prakrit spoken in the North West and Magadhi or Magahi spoken in the Eastern regions of India. However, both languages having evolved from Sanskrit were closely related. Over time, Shauraseni Prakrit gave rise to the languages of Hindi, Hindustani based on the  khari boli dialect and Punjabi.  On the other hand, Magadhi gave rise to the Eastern Indian languages of Bihari (Bhojpuri, Maithili, and Magahi), Bengali, Oriya, and Assamese.

 Gandharva In Indian mythology, gandharvas are heavenly beings akin to nature spirits of other mythologies. They are renowned for their prowess as musicians and act as messengers for the gods.

 Ghat Ghat means a riverbank with steps built on the sides that  lead down to the water. Such ghats have been constructed along riverbanks in India since ancient times for purposes of bathing, washing clothes, or ritual baths associated with religious observance.

 Ghositarama Monastery One of the most important, early monasteries associated with the life of the Buddha, the Ghositarama monastery, was built by a rich merchant of Kaushambi called Ghosita. Buddha himself visited Kaushambi and even stayed in the Ghositarama monastery on a number of occasions. It was a combined chaitya-cum-vihara with a number of cells for monks,  a small shrine room with verandas, and pillars enclosing a huge courtyard with a massive stupa.

 Gurukul Made up of the two words guru (teacher/expert) and kula (extended family). In India, before the foundation of universities during the Buddhist period, independent masters or experts of specific subjects would set up schools in their own homes and cottages, and provide instruction to pupils. Traditionally, the students would live with their gurus and help by carrying out chores in the homestead. Knowledge was thought to be too precious to be sold, and so there was no commercial exchange involved, though it was customary for graduating students to give  Guru Dakshina or offerings to the Guru according to their families’ financial status, after their studies were completed.

H

 Haat These were weekly marketplaces or fairs held in the villages of rural India. They usually drew buyers and merchants from a number of surrounding villages.

 Hecatompylos This means ‘a hundred gates’, and refers to an ancient city located in Iran. The city later became the capital of the Parthian Empire.

 Hydaspes River Jhelum, known to the ancient Indians as the Vitasta, was called Hydaspes by the Greeks. Hence, the famous battle between Alexander and Porus fought on the banks of this river is known as the Battle of the Hydaspes.

I

 Indraprastha There is evidence of continuous habitation in Delhi and its surrounding areas since the sixth century BC. Indraprastha is said to be the first city built here (speculated to be located in present-day Purana Qila area, New Delhi), by the Pandavas of the Mahabharata..

J

 Jaggery Indians invented the manufacture of cane sugar around 500 BC. Later, they also discovered methods of making crystallized sugar. In fact, the word sugar itself is derived from the Sanskrit word sarkara—it spread around the world with Indian traders, Buddhist monks from other countries, and sailors who carried clarified butter (ghrita or ghee) and sarkara as provisions on their journeys. The word for candy is said to derive from the word  khanda (broken in Sanskrit), which sailors used to describe broken, granulated sugar.

 Janapadas Literally meaning the ‘foothold of a people/tribe’ were the earliest states in India. As such, Janapadas had more of a tribal rather than a geographical connotation, as they indicated areas where particular clans or tribes were dominant. These Janapadas could either be kingdoms ruled by a single king, or republics called ganasanghas, where all members of a particular clan held power (in theory). In the ganasangha system, heads of families of a particular clan, or clan chiefs in a confederacy of clans, governed the territory of the clan through an assembly, of which they alone were members. Over time, these Janapadas grew in size, as they swallowed more and more territory to become Mahajanapadas.

K

 Kaantod pehelwaan This literally translates into ‘broken-eared Wrestler’. Many wrestlers develop cauliflower ears, where the external ears are damaged, or the cartilage is broken and floppy. This readily identifies them as wrestlers, and they are known as Kaantod Pehelwaans.

 Kambojas Kambojas were North West Indian people described as Indo-Aryans, though some commentators have referred to them as having both Indian and Persian affinities. Panini in his  Ashtadhyayi mentioned them as one of the fifteen prominent Kshatriya Janapadas in the North West. Throughout ancient Indian literature, they are described as excellent horse trainers and riders, and their land was often referred to, as the land of horses. They were also known throughout India for their martial prowess and were often hired as mercenaries by different kingdoms. Chanakya himself referred to them as martial republics (Varta.shastr.opajivin) and referred to them as excellent sources of military recruitment.

Alexander during his India campaign, faced furious resistance from the two Kamboja tribes of the Ashvayanas (Greek—Aspasioi of Kunar/Alishang valleys) and Ashvakayanas (Greek—Assakenoi of Swat and Buner), when he faced them in the borderlands of present-day Afghanistan and Pakistan. A few chieftains of the Kambojas have also been described as having submitted to Alexander and joined his army. In Greek sources, the following have been mentioned—Sangaeus (Sanjaya) of Pushkalavati, Cophaeus of the Kabul region, and Sicicottos (Shashigupta) from a hill state, south of  the Hindu Kush.

Khadga In ancient India, swords were known as Khadga. They were blunt-tipped, double-edged straight swords, and were wielded using both hands. Typically used in a hacking motion, the Greeks described these swords as at least four-and-a-half-feet long.

Kapisa Kapisa is a province in present day Afghanistan. It is known as the ‘Gateway to Kabul’. In ancient times, Kapisa and its capital Kapisi, were famous throughout India for the Kapisayana wine grown here.

Kapisayana wine Kapisayana wine was a variety of wine famous throughout India. It came from the Kapisa province in modern day Afghanistan and has been mentioned by Panini in his writings. The grapes of this area (Kapiśayani Draksha) and wine (Kapiśayani Madhu) of the area are referred to in several works of ancient Indian literature. Interestingly, archaeological discoveries in 1939 confirmed that the city of Kapisa was an emporium for Kapiśayana wine, bringing to light, numerous glass flasks, fish-shaped wine jars, and drinking cups typical of the wine trade of the era.

Kaushambi Located in present-day Uttar Pradesh, it was a major metropolis of Ancient India. It is situated near the confluence of the Ganga and Yamuna rivers, and was a thriving river port and an important centre for trade and exchange. In ancient times, its walls extended for a distance of six and a half kilometres and the city was estimated to house a population of thirty-six thousand people, a huge figure for a settlement of that period.

Kautuhalashala Literally meaning ‘house of curiosity’ these were halls or institutions where public debates were held. In these halls, scholars, mystics, and experts on various subjects argued over the finer points of a particular topic in front of appreciative and learned audiences. It was an established practice during this period for religious and philosophical differences to be argued out, rather than fought over.

Kos This is a unit of distance that has been used in India since the Vedic times. One kos is approximately equal to two and a quarter miles.

Kshan This is one of the smallest units of measuring time in ancient India. In modern terms, one Kshan is equal to about four seconds.

Kullad Handle-less clay cups used for serving beverages. Kullads have been in use in India, since the time of Indus Valley Civilization. They are typically unglazed and allow the beverage to seep into the inner walls of the cup, imparting a characteristic ‘earthy aroma’ that is very appealing.

L

Ladvags Ancient name for Ladakh.

Lochos A lochos was a tactical sub-unit of the Greek army. The term is derived from ancient Greek for ambush and the men carrying out the ambush, but in practice, its meaning was essentially that of ‘war-band’, a body of armed men. It comprised an inconsistent number of men and could be used to refer to anything between eight to sixteen men.

Lochagos The term lochagos is akin to ‘Captain’, as used by modern armies. In ancient Greece, the lochagos was the head of a lochos.

M

Madhushala Madhu,  mad or  madira (cognate with Indo-European word mead) is a name for alcohol and Madhushala refers to a tavern or an establishment for serving alcohol.

Magh Magh or Magha is the eleventh month in the traditional Indian calendar and corresponds to January/February in the Gregorian calendar. It is interesting to note that the traditional calendars of Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Sri Lanka are based on one of the older versions of the traditional Indian calendar, an influence that spread via Buddhism.

Mahashvapati A military designation for the head of cavalry in a State’s military.

Mashaal A hand held torch.

Maskavati Known as Massaga to the Greeks, this was a strongly held citadel of the Ashvakayanas (Assakenoi of Greek writings) commanding the Katgala pass in modern day Swat, Pakistan.

Massacre at Maskavati: Even though historians are divided on what exactly happened, this is an incident that has been severely condemned by various writers, both ancient and modern, as a disgraceful breach of faith by Alexander.

According to some versions, Alexander, after obtaining the surrender of the defenders of Maskavati against promises of safe passage, was compelled to massacre an entire community of mercenaries as they were marching away to join his enemies. Apparently, unwilling to take up arms against their own countrymen, these mercenaries tried to slip away at night, but were pursued by Alexander who caught up with them as they were on the march and massacred every last man, woman, and child of the community.

Other historians, such as Quintus Curtius Rufus maintain that, “Not only did Alexander slaughter the entire population of Massaga, but also reduced its buildings to rubble”. Indian legends pertaining to Chanakya also point to repeated treachery by the Greeks during this part of their campaign.

Maunds Maund or  man is a traditional Indian measure of weight, which equals about eighty-two pounds. It is not clear if maund as a measure of weight was in use in India around Alexander’s time.

Meeting between Alexander and Ambhi King Ambhi went up with his army to receive and welcome Alexander at the border of his kingdom, the river Indus. He sent across many gifts to the Greeks on the far bank, including three thousand bulls, ten thousand sheep, many talents of silver and thirty elephants. As the Greeks crossed over, Maharaj Ambhi went over to meet them with his army, leading Alexander to fear a trap and order his men into battle formation. To dispel this impression, Ambhi then rode up with a small cavalry contingent to offer his submission. The two monarchs rested on the banks of the Indus for three days, during which games were held, sacrifices were made, and much feasting took place. Alexander also gave gifts such as a wardrobe of Persian robes, thirty horses, gold and silver jewellery, and one thousand talents of gold (a substantial amount by ancient standards that should prove how dear Ambhi’s help was to the Greeks).

N

Natya Refers to ancient Indian theatre. It is interesting to note  that the NatyaShastra (treatise on theatre) written by Bharat Muni between 200 BC and 100 AD, is considered to be the most complete work of dramaturgy in the ancient world. It addressed numerous aspects such as acting, dance, music, dramatic construction, architecture, costuming, make-up, and props.

Numbers in Alexander’s army The exact numbers are still disputed by historians. Greek and Roman historians, who wrote about Alexander more than a hundred years after his death, uniformly project Alexander as being outnumbered in all his battles, including Hydaspes. However, most modern historians today believe that Alexander’s army would certainly have outnumbered the army of Porus.

All the research I did on this battle, leads me to believe the same. When thinking about the relative strengths of the two sides at the Battle of the Hydaspes, the following points should be kept in mind:

•By the time he started on his Indian campaign, Alexander was the undisputed overlord of Greece, Persia, Egypt, and Central Asia, and was leading a vast multinational force into India, while Porus was just a King of one of the many smaller border kingdoms of India.

•Alexander’s army already numbered about sixty thousand (according to the biography by Robin Lane Fox) by the time  he conquered Persepolis. At Ecbatana, he discharged nine thousand Greek troops, but also received six thousand fresh troops from Macedonia as reinforcements. On top of this, after the death of Darius, he raised fresh levies from the Persians, and also added many squadrons of Bactrians, Sogdians, Dahae, and various other Central Asian tribes. As a victorious army, his numbers would only have swelled. Even if we take into account those he had to leave behind to garrison various conquered territories, I still find it hard to believe that the numbers in his army could have fallen below sixty thousand.

•Also, keep in mind the various Indian allies who joined his armies, including Shasigupta and Ambhi as the major ones. There is nothing in Indian history or legend to indicate that Porus’ kingdom was in any way more powerful than Gandhara, Ambhi’s kingdom. So the forces of Ambhi alone, would have been comparable to those fielded by Porus.

P

Pahlavas The Pahlavas are another people mentioned frequently  in ancient Indian texts. Here, I have used this word to refer to the Persians in Alexander’s army.

Pana The basic coins in use during this time were metallic punch-market coins called Karshapana or Pana. The Tamil word for money, ‘Kaasu’, a parallel of the Sanskrit ‘Karsha’, gave rise to the words ‘cash’ in English and ‘caisse’ in French. The Karshapana could apparently be of gold, silver, or copper.

Pandal A temporary, fabricated structure to receive or seat guests during civil or religious ceremonies. They are usually erected with tarpaulin and cotton cloth, stretched over a framework of bamboo poles.

Parna This is a word for leaf and refers here to  paan, which is consumed for digestive, medicinal, and ritualistic purposes.

Persepolis (Old-Persian: Pārśapura)  was  the  ceremonial  capital of the Persian Empire at the time when it dominated the world. Known to the Greeks as the richest city under the sun, it was  built to dominate the surrounding landscape and inspire feelings of majesty and awe in the hearts of subject nations. The entire complex was built on an elevated terrace that arose forty feet  above the ground, was a hundred feet wide, and almost a third   of a mile long. It contained magnificently carved richly-decorated palaces, imposing reception halls that rose up to a height of sixty feet above the ground, the royal treasury, and various military quarters. It is today, a UNESCO world heritage site, located in a vast and arid plain at a distance of about forty kilometers from the modern Iranian city of  Shiraz.

Persian Immortals were the elite soldiers of the Persian army. Their task was mainly to secure breakthroughs and to enter battles at crucial stages, and as such, can be compared to the special forces of the modern world. They were called the Immortals as they were always maintained at the strength of exactly 10,000 men. Each member who died, or was seriously wounded, was immediately replaced so that the unit itself appeared Immortal to their enemies. They were also featured in the Hollywood movie 300.

Prahar The term Prahar, later corrupted as Pahar, comes from Sanskrit. It denotes time—one prahar can be said to equal three hours. Thus, a day and a night was divided into eight prahars— four prahars for the day and four prahars of night. Interestingly,  the Hindi word for afternoon, do-pahar, derives from this system of classification.

Prakrit The word Prakrit, which itself is derived from the Sanskrit word ‘Prakriti’, can be used to mean natural, artless, normal, or ordinary. Prakrit refers to the vernacular Middle Indo-Aryan languages, which were derived from Sanskrit. These languages were seen as more natural, when compared to the literary and  religious orthodoxy of Sanskrit.

Pushkalavati This is in modern-day Charsadda, in the Khyber- Pakhtunwa region of Pakistan. This was an important trading city, located at the confluence of the Swat and Kabul rivers. This was one of the two capitals of the ancient kingdom of Gandhara.

Pyaau A place where clean, fresh drinking water is served free   of cost to everyone. In ancient India, pyaaus were constructed by the government for the welfare of travellers or by individuals or religious institutions, as a way of earning ‘good karma’ and religious merit, as providing water to a thirsty human being is seen as one of the highest acts of charity or virtue.

R

Rakshas Vivaha This is one of the eight different types of vivaha or marriage, as described by Manusmriti. Rakshas Vivaha basically refers to marriage by abduction and this type of Vivaha was resorted to, if the girl was willing, but the family was unwilling. In such cases, the girl could be abducted and married off.

Rules of war in ancient India Megasthenes, Greek ambassador to the court of Chandragupta Maurya gave a description of the country in his famous book Indika. Here, about the customs of war, he states, “For whereas among other nations it is usual in the contests of war to ravage the soil and thus to reduce it to an uncultivated waste, among the Indians, on the contrary, by whom husbandmen are regarded as a class that is sacred and inviolable, the tillers of the soil, even when battle is raging in their neighbourhood, are undisturbed by any sense of danger; for the combatants on either side, in waging the conflict, make carnage of each other, but allow those engaged in husbandry to remain quite unmolested. Besides, they neither ravage an enemy’s land with fire, nor cut down its trees.”

S

Sarissa Sarissa was a thirteen to fourteen feet long spear used in ancient Greek warfare. It was used in the traditional Macedonian and Greek phalanxes, and was introduced by Philip II of Macedonia— the father of Alexander the Great, who first innovated the tactics for phalanx warfare with these types of spears. Sarissa was made of tough and resilient Cornell wood, and was very heavy for a spear (weighing between five-and-a-half to six-and-a-half kilos). When on the march, it was usually carried in two sections, and was finally screwed together before battle.

Setthi Derived from sresthin, setthi is an honorific term usually applied to a wealthy merchant, a banker, a foreman of a guild, or a treasurer.

Shakas Shakas refers to the people known to the west as Scythians. They were spread out over a vast region of Central Asia and later also settled in various parts of India during the Indo-Scythian period.

Soakage Pit The use of soakage pits or septic tanks have been noted in urban centres in India since the time of the Indus Valley civilization.

Sword of poor quality manufacture Since the times of Alexander, India has been famous for the quality of its iron and steel. Wootz steel was popularly used in the manufacture of swords. However, not all swords were of the same quality, and since these processes were not standardized, a lot depended upon the skills of individual craftsmen. Many of the poorer quality swords of ancient eras showed a tendency to bend, snap, chip, or even shatter under the impact of a blow.

Stirrups The light frame or ring that holds the foot of a rider, and is used to mount or dismount a horse. It is attached to, or hangs down from the saddle, and greatly increases the rider’s ability to stay in the saddle and to control the horse. Stirrups are thought to have been first invented and used in India, in the form of a  simple toe-loop made of fibre or leather, into which riders inserted their big toe. This would have greatly increased control, maneuverability, and ability to stay in the saddle, since the riders were barefeet. Carvings featuring riders using elaborate saddles and toe loops have also been found at the Buddhist sites of Sanchi, Mathura, and Bhaja caves, dating from the first to the second century BC.

Suvarnagiri Located in modern-day Karnataka, it was the provincial capital of the Mauryan Empire, and an important centre for the production of iron and gold.

T

Takshashila This is today’s Taxila in Punjab, Pakistan. Takshashila was one of the capitals of the ancient Gandhara Janapada. Located at the confluence of three major trade routes, Takshashila flourished as a city, and was fought over by different empires over centuries. It was also home to one of the oldest universities in the world, and a pre-eminent centre of learning in ancient India. Takshashila city was located on a hillock that commanded a view of the stream known as the Tamra Nala, a tributary of the Indus. The city was encircled by strong walls that extended upto four thousand and eight hundred meters in length, rising to heights of upto ten meters in places. By the time of Alexander’s invasion, Takshashila had already extended far beyond its walls, reaching till the other side of the Tamra Nala. Remains of a monastery have been found on the other side of the Tamra Nala. The town was strategically located on the Indian ‘royal road’ (Uttarapatha). The residential area was in the east, while the western part of the town seems to have had a ceremonial function. The streets of the city show that they were narrow and the house plans were very irregular. Houses were constructed of rubble masonry, covered with lime or mud plaster. Bricks and timber were also used. Most of the houses had no windows on the outside and instead, opened out towards inner courtyards.

Takshashila University This was a world-renowned centre of learning in ancient India. The university was host to a number of gurukuls, where each teacher formed his own institution, enjoying complete autonomy in work, teaching as many students as he pleased, and teaching subjects that mattered to him, without conforming to a standardized syllabus. Knowledge was considered too sacred to be bartered for money, and hence, any stipulation that fees ought to be paid was vigorously condemned. Financial support came from civil society, as well as from rich merchants, and wealthy parents.

More than ten thousand and five hundred students, from all over the world, studied here. Students came from far-off places such as Kashi, Kosala, and Magadha, as well as Persia and China. Takshashila not only had a huge influence on the development of Hindu philosophy and Sanskrit, but was also very significant in the progress of the Buddhist tradition, as it is believed that the Mahayana branch of Buddhism took shape here.

In later centuries, Takshashila acquired specific renown for the teaching of medicine, along with sixty different courses in various fields, such as science, mathematics, medicine, politics, warfare, astrology, astronomy, music, religion, and philosophy. Some famous personalities associated with Takshashila include Chanakya, the author of the Arthashastra, the Ayurvedic healer Charaka, Vishnu Sharma, the author of the Panchatantra, Jivaka, and the grammarian Panini.

Tamalatree This is the Indian bay leaf tree. Its bark is very dark and hence, its juice was often extracted, thickened to the right consistency and used as ink in Ancient India.

Tamrapatra These were copper plates used to record land deeds, grants of land, or royal lineages. The earliest writing materials used in India were birch-bark and palm leaves inscribed with ink. The ink used in ancient India since at least the fourth century BC was called  masi, and was made of burnt bones, tar, pitch, and other substances. Wooden boards called  phalaka or strips of cloth were also used to write on. The Greeks described the Indian practice of using well-beaten cotton cloth to send letters. However, for recording things such as land deeds and grants, the need for permanence was paramount and these were mostly in the form of etchings on copper plates, which were then hidden in safe places. The earliest discovered copper plate in India is from the Mauryan period about thirty to one hundred years after the events described in this book.

Teej A festival celebrated across northern India, western India, and Nepal to welcome the coming of the rainy season. It also celebrates the reunion of Goddess Parvati with her husband Lord Shiva.

Thais A camp follower of the Greeks who is said to have incited them to set fire to Persepolis during a night of drinking and feasting. This was supposedly done as an act of revenge for the burning of the Acropolis at Athens by the Persian King Xerxes.

U

Uttarapatha It literally means the Northern Road. It was one of the main trade routes of Ancient India (another important route being the Dakshinapatha) and connected to Northern India with Central Asia. This route ran from Tamraliptika or Tamluk in Bengal to Takshashila in Gandhara with further extensions leading to Purushpura (Peshawar) and all the way up to Zariaspa/Bahlika or Balkh. The Uttarapatha was a land-cum-river route, and is mentioned in Buddhist texts as facilitating the movement of traders and merchants over the Ganga. It is interesting to note that the highway built by Sher Shah Suri, upon which the British later constructed the Grand Trunk Road, followed almost exactly the same route as the Uttarapatha.

Udabhandapura It was the present-day town called Hund in North Western Pakistan. It was one of the largest cities in the Gandhara Janapada.

V

Vanga One of the names of ancient Bengal or a region thereof.

Vasant  Utsav This  is  the  festival  of  Vasant  or  Basant (spring season). Another name for the festival is Vasant Panchami, an Indian seasonal, cultural, and religious festival celebrated annually to welcome the coming of spring. In ancient Indian literature, Vasant Panchami is associated with Shringar Ras and the festival was celebrated in this tradition. In modern times, however, Vasant Panchami is more commonly associated with Goddess Saraswati, the goddess of learning. Today, it is celebrated with different rituals in different parts of India with kite flying, and importance given to the colour yellow (associated with Goddess Saraswati; or alternatively the colour of mustard fields in bloom) being some of the common features across regions. Interestingly, Basant is still celebrated as a cultural festival in the Punjab region of Pakistan.

W

Women in Takshashila University There is no concrete evidence of women being taught in gurukuls in ancient India. However,  in the  Rig Veda and various ancient texts, we do find scattered mentions of individual women, who were said to surpass many in their knowledge and mastery of particular disciplines. The  Rig Veda mentions scholars like Gargi, Maitreyi, Ghosha, and Lopamudra while Buddhist texts mention learned women like Dhammadinna, Sona, and Kisa Gotami. If the women mentioned were indeed scholars, we can assume that they must have acquired some form of formal training. It is based on this assumption, that I have created the character of Radha.

Wootz steel An ultra-high carbon steel manufactured in India. It was forged in a crucible through a process that has been lost to time. Wootz steel exhibited properties such as superplasticity and high impact hardness that for long, gave Indian steel a reputation as the finest in the world. It remained a much sought-after material for almost a millennium, and was regularly exported to Europe, China, and West Asia. The Arabs are believed to have introduced it to Damascus, where an entire industry developed, creating the famous ‘Damascus swords’ from this material.

Archaeological evidence suggests that crucible steel manufacturing process involved in making this steel, was first developed in present-day Tamil Nadu and later spread all over India. The use of high carbon alloys was not known in Europe previously, and thus, the research into wootz steel played an important role in the development of modern English, French, and Russian metallurgy. In fact, Michael Faraday, who discovered electricity and electromagnetism, was said to have spent four years studying the properties of Indian wootz. Under colonial rule, the exact process of creating wootz steel was lost, and has not been recreated till today, though many attempts have been made in that direction.

X

Xyston Xyston was a type of long, thrusting spear, usually used by cavalrymen in ancient Greece. It usually had a spear point at both ends, so that if one end was broken, the other end could be used.

Xiphos This was a type of double-edged sword used by the ancient Greek armies that could be used both for cutting, as well as thrusting.

Y

Yavanas A group of people frequently referred to in ancient Indian literature and mythology. Initially, it was used to refer to the Greeks, and later to Greek-influenced Bactrians and Indo-Greeks who had settled in the western regions of India. The theory is that since ancient Indians were only familiar with Ionians (easternmost Greeks residing in Ionia in Asia Minor) all Greeks came to be called Yavanas. In fact, cognate words were used by the Egyptians, Persians, Arabs, and Assyrians to refer to the Greeks.


Alexander was desperate for this alliance.
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