Chakra

A novel by Randhir Rawatlal

Story about ancient India; containing elements of politics, religion and spirituality. Traces the lives of two men. Shikar has returned from to his country, the land that he is heir to, but finds that other kings have taken control. He attempts to regain control by playing different religious sects against one another, and exploiting the caste system. He is aided by a palace dancing woman, who hopes to raise her social status by associating with him. However, in order to rise to the level that he desires, he betrays her and clearly delineates the castes. He does this in order to take advantage of the fact that there are doubts concerning the lineage of the  present king.

In parallel, Kishore is gathering his own political power in the countryside in the south, where he is trying to convince the population to abandon the caste system. In creating a new society, he finds that the caste system is still there, and simply assumes a different form. Maya (the palace dancer) joins Kishore against Shikar, who must eventually move to stamp out the rebellion. 

Content breakdown

Part 1: Shikar enters. Kishore introduced. Shikar’s introduction to palace life. Education of Kishore. Maya’s involvement. Narsim’s involvement. Shikar’s plans for becoming Rajah. Coming of the emperor (and his interesting general) and the assassination attempt. Betrayal of Maya. Beginning of the exodus.

Part 2: Growth of the new civilization. Shikar’s early childhood. Shikar’s exploits in furthering the empire. [The eagle and the mouse.] Kishore’s ineptitude as administrator. Arvind’s behind-the-scenes approach. 

Part 3:

Table of Contents

3Prologue


5Part 1.
Prelude to Exodus


5Chapter 1.
The Uninvited Guest


8Chapter 2.
Penetration


8Chapter 3.
The First Staircase


11Chapter 4.
Twisting


16Chapter 5.
The Wide-Awake Dreamer


26Chapter 6.
A Second Education


28Part 2.
The Forging of Two Empires


28Chapter 1.
The Second Staircase


30Chapter 2.
Exodus


31Chapter 3.
Flashback


34Chapter 4.
People of the Sky


34Chapter 5.
Consortium


35Part 3.
The Churning


35Chapter 1.
Return of the Old Lion


35Chapter 2.
Through New Eyes


35Chapter 3.
The Burning


35Chapter 4.
The Third Staircase


36Epilogue




Prologue

Their hands were resting lightly on the bows slung from their shoulders, and they were very sure of themselves. ‘Raj-kumar ki jai!’ Praise to the prince! The cry and their namaskar were cynical, and in two cases, exaggerated to the point of insolence. He pretended not to hear the tone. There’s a time for everything, he thought, marking their faces. His honour guard marched forward, through the outer gates. He did not allow himself to enjoy the coolness of the tunnel beyond. The guards of the inner keep delayed opening the gates just enough to break the rhythm of the honour guard. A sharp turn to the right. The ground beyond was cobbled and steeply ramped, flanked by high walls.  The ramp was angled and of a length that presented the open exit as a very small rectangle.

Yes, direct assault would be difficult. The tunnel’s too awkward for even the smallest elephant. And speed? At a gallop, only two horses abreast could manage the sharp turn onto the ramp. Arrows raining down these walls would smash even the most determined charge. Direct assault would be foolish.

They emerged at last into the warm sunshine. Giant gardens formed the centrepiece of the massive square courtyard. The palace presided over it all. His honour guard moved directly to the court staircase. He deliberately slowed his pace, knowing that the first impression would last. An heir of the Kin Vlatha does not rush like a merchant in the bazaar, he thought. 

The court was vast. Cushioned seats were anchored by royalty of every shape, colour, and size. On the periphery of this arena, the bull-like court-ladies dripping diamonds and silk whispered urgent instructions to their ambitious sons, while the fathers sat in stony silence, determined to play eagle-eyed patriarchs. Desperate young Sanskrit scholars and poets twisted uneasily, knowing that the uncultured Rajah called for their songs to exhibit refinement rather than for personal enjoyment. Closer still to the centre were the merchants, clutching their gifts and request letters. The Rajah’s bodyguards surrounded his raised dais, throwing daggers fastened at their sides.

At his entrance, the buzzing conversation paused for just a heartbeat, before resuming with unnatural fervour. Shikar, knowing the danger he was in, enjoyed their disquiet. Pretending not to see his escort’s indication that he be seated, Shikar stood erect, staring at the Rajah. Shocked by his insolence, the guards stiffened, and the conversation faded.

Slowly, the Rajah looked up from the map on his knee. Something passed behind his muddy eyes, and Shikar knew that it was true. The Southern Lords had broken the Pact. They had not waited for the twenty years to pass and their greed had overcome them. In the Kin Vlatha’s absence, they had moved. Ostensibly to protect the villagers and offer protection to the masterless lands, they had replaced the skeleton defence force with their own armies. ‘For matters of convenience’ and ‘In the best interests of the realm’, they had occupied the Kin Vlatha’s estates, even as the Kin fought in distant lands for the security of the entire nation. Shikar saw not the details, but his eye of intuition warned him of this Rajah’s position.

‘I am Shikar Vlatha, son of Kiren, chieftain of the Kin Vlatha. I have come…’

‘I know why you have come!’ The Rajah’s voice tore across the court, and the silence it left was awful. Then, a smile twisted on his lips, and his voice became gentle. ‘You came because the motherland called you back. You came because our thoughts and prayers were with you. We never forgot you, and the Deities were kind to us.’

The Rajah was on his feet, and he embraced Shikar warmly. But when Shikar looked into his face, he saw how far the smile was from his eyes. That’s all right, Rajah Santana, he thought. I haven’t the time to hate you in quite the same measure. I was hoping you’d take the initiative. Good dog.

‘I am back, but…’

He allowed his voice to grate, a tremor to pass through his hands, knowing it was these subtle touches that inflamed imagination far beyond words. Every heart in the audience reached out to him and a low murmur of sympathy filled the court.

Rajah Santana knew that such an opportunity might never present itself again. Wrapping one arm around Shikar and patting him gently, he said ‘There, child. You are home now. We know everything.’ He licked his lips, deciding to risk it all. ‘Kiara is a safe place. You are welcome to stay with us for as long as you please.’

Shikar was unprepared for the extent of the Rajah’s audacity, and it required all his training to restrain himself. The words he had to say now twisted with even greater cruelty in his mouth. Be patient, he ordered himself. Stop thinking with your ego! Who is Shikar Vlata but a set of ideas, a character, an ego, a mental construction. Be wise. Swallow this foolish pride; think of the prize.

‘Tha – Thank you, Rajah! I have no right to expect such generosity. Please accept my sword-arm in your service. Oh, thank you!’

Relief rippled through the court. There would be no contest for leadership of the land. The legitimate heir had just proclaimed his own dependence on the benevolence of the Rajah, and the familiar way of life could continue. Ah, clucked the women of the court. Poor child! His father, a fine warrior. To see one’s father perish in battle; so sad, so sad! His mother, lost in the mystic arts, more a yogi than a woman; oh how terrible the fates are to this stripling. The palace scholars marked the wide brow and refined features and mused wistfully what it would be to have this youth for a student. Equally, in every soldier’s heart, a desire was kindled to instruct this young man in the arts of war.

The Rajah was fully recovered, and made grand, sweeping gestures. ‘No man of Kiara goes without my protection! From the Brahmin discoursing on the Gita to the Sudra sweeping the street, I extend my protection. It is my duty; my dharma; the dharma of a Rajah!’ 

Part 1. Prelude to Exodus

Chapter 1.  The Uninvited Guest

A pair of bright eyes followed Shikar as he was guided to the residential palace. A slim, delicate hand reached up, securing the sari over her hair, and the beautiful woman rose. Ordinarily, she’d smile prettily as she passed every eligible nobleman. But today she was oblivious, ignoring even the jewellers’ wares. Avash she whispered. It is time.

Not bothering to find a palanquin, she hurried past the outer palace gates and entered the city. The streets narrowed as she turned corner after corner. At last, she arrived. The ancient Lakshmi temple stood sombrely amidst the ramshackle buildings, weeping paint flecks into the gutter. Maya stepped quickly through the rotting doorway. A priest was in her way, droning his prayers, and she negligently flung some coins into his plate, too agitated to gauge their value. The priest left her in peace.

To Maya, the poverty of the temple emphasized the radiance of the murti, or figurine. Mother Lakshmi, Goddess of wealth and fortune, was represented by the bronze statuette be-decked with flowers. The goddess was shown seated on a lotus flower, her four arms bearing symbols of prosperity. Maya was on her knees before it, body bent forward, forehead touching the ground, hands extended to clasp the earth. Thank you mother, she prayed. You have answered my call. I know it was you who sent him. Thank you thank you thank you.

At length, Maya sat back, basking in the radiance and the bliss. She was calmer now, and had time to truly reflect and appreciate the enormity of the Gift. What a fickle Goddess you are. You poured your beauty into my birth, blessing me with your loveliness. And then, you flung me carelessly to Earth, putting that birth in the womb of a lowly Sudra woman. You incarnated me the daughter of a stupid and brutal man, so enraged by his belief that beauty such as mine could not have sprung from his ugly loins that he made my life a living hell. And then you smiled on me again, for when I reached this city my beauty was valued and honoured. I should have been in the gutters, but you made me apsara, palace dancer, on display for princes and kings. Again, you abandoned me, wallowing in the misery that I could never join them as equal; to be admired but not admitted, seen, but not acknowledged. Three years you left me to simmer in the misery of a low birth. Patience, my child, you whispered, and you lead me to this place. I laughed scornfully, for I knew little then. I could not accept that you could choose this awful place as your abode, forsaking the golden temples with which rajahs litter their estates.

Maya thought of the boy/man. Slowly, she drew the sari from her head. The plaited hair was long, thick and glossy, framing a perfect oval face. Soft eyes wandered in the distance. Why him, mother? Of what value is this man? Why did he supplicate so easily? He strode in like a lion, as if to roar his heritage. One look at the Rajah, and he became meek like a lamb. You know what I think, Shikar Vlatha? I think you are a liar. I think you sized up the situation very quickly and very accurately. I think I know why you did what you did, and I think I can help you. But more importantly, I know you can help me. How to bend you to my Will? How to bind you to me in such a way that your ascension means my ascension?

‘There’s a newcomer in the palace. Guest section.’

‘Yes. What have you learned? What’s your impression of him?’

‘I’m disappointed. He’s supposed to be of the Kin Vlata. But he rolled in dust like a kitten for the Rajah.’

‘And what would you have him do?’

‘I don’t know… his father…’

‘His father died because he was an arrogant fool who wouldn’t brook even an imagined slight. But the mother… now if the boy’s learned anything from that witch…’

The man in the worn out overcoat was very still, willing the bearded man to go on. The rumours about Sandhya Vlata were many and varied, and he would have given much to know which ones held a kernel of truth. But the bearded man fell silent for a time. At length ‘Anything else about him?’

‘Too early. But if there’s anything worth knowing, we’ll find it.’

‘Remember, that is helpful only if it’s before the Rajah does. You may go.’

‘Tonight’s will be a very quiet and small dinner. I thought you might like to rest from your travels.’

‘Thank you for your kindness, Lady. But I would hardly call this dinner small!’

The five of them were seated at a long table set with candles and floral arrangements. The night was warm, and the terrace was the perfect place for the dinner. Three serving men and three women waited on them. Four musicians played softly on a wooden dias. Eight soldiers stood alert at different points on the terrace. At the table were seated the Rajah and Rani, their ten-year old son Uttara, and chief general Vivek. Kishore was given the seat of honour.

‘But it is very small, sir!’ Uttara said ‘Most nights, Manogran, Nisha, Vischal  … and well, a lot of others all come, and they all tell stories, and I don’t believe any of them because they’re all liars, and…’

‘Uttara! Don’t pester him. I’m sorry Kishore.’

‘If I’m to hear these stories, it’s nice to know I have a clever friend to warn me which are not true, yes Lady?’ Kishore cocked his eyebrow at Uttara, and nodded knowingly. The boy grinned with pleasure.

‘Please won’t you also tell us your stories first, sir? I’ll bet…’

‘Uttara! Leave him alone.’

‘Yes Uttara. There’s plenty of time for Kishore to speak.’ The Rajah smiled pleasantly. ‘For tonight, we relax and enjoy life’s simple pleasures. A starry night, some pretty music, a good dinner, and a long deep sleep! Eh, Vivek?!’ He elbowed the general in the ribs.

‘Yes, sire.’ The general was ill at ease, feeling that somehow he was being tested. And he itched to give Kishore his message.

‘Kishore, your father was a fine soldier. Fine soldier! You look a lot like him.’ he grunted, and Kishore and the Rani smiled, both knowing it was untrue, and only a politeness.

‘Thank you, sir. I couldn’t help but admire the defences as I entered here. Your troops seem very well trained.’

‘Yes, Kishore. My Lord wisely demands the finest army, and so he gets it.’ The general fell silent once more.

So. They still don’t trust me. Any general would have said a lot more, if he trusted me. Of course, it’s still so early for trust. Kishore reached out with his mind. And the Rani… her importance is understated; the Rajah defers to her in all important matters. But she is afraid of me… no, not afraid. She feels guilt when she looks at me. Yes. Well, that’s understandable. The Rajah? Enjoys the role of host. The general is ill at ease, we all sense it. But there is something else too. The boy? Irrelevant. An amusement. And a potential mine of information, until I gain their trust. Kishore felt the eyes, and he turned quickly. The serving girl blushed and looked away. The Rajah grinned.

‘Each man has his own definition of rest. Are you sure music is enough entertainment for tonight, Kishore?’

‘Yes sire, quite sure.’

The boy was staring openly from a face to face, as if to say ‘Well, you quieted me, but see how dull your conversation is.’

Kishore smiled at him and said ‘How far away from Kiara have you travelled, Uttara?’

They all settled back, knowing that it was not the time for Kishore to tell his story, that they had agreed that the night was for his rest. But they were too fascinated by him to object when Uttara replied ‘Not nearly as far as you, sir.’

And so Kishore began to speak of the Southern Lands. He spoke of the great rivers that thundered over mountains, of villages where you could hire a murderer as easily as you could a bullock cart, of statues carved into rock faces and of priests who practised weird and horrible rites of sacrifice and of fields aflame with flowers whose beauty turned thieves to saints. And he revealed nothing of himself or his family or the army they had commanded. At the end, Uttara was breathless.

‘One day, sir, I will go and see all this for myself.’

‘Ah, you doubt my word, as you do your friends?’

‘Oh no sir. I believe you saw all that. But I will enjoy it all the more, with my own eyes.’

‘You are very wise, Uttara. But you must remember, the world changes, not just each year, but each day. The truth you find will not be the same as the one I found. And, too, each man sees differently.’

At little puffed at the implication that he was a man, Uttara replied ‘Yes, and it is so much the better, because no-one else will have seen what I will see.’ They smiled at his words, but not too much, because there was a certain truth to what he had said.

‘Change does not find Kiara so easily, Kishore. As you yourself said, our defences are very strong.’ She said it very gently, with great friendliness.

‘Lady, those defences can only delay change from the outside. And they have no effect at all on change from the inside.’ Then, not wanting to be disagreeable, he added ‘You have so many talented people inside the walls of Kiara. The changes that come will only bring more health and prosperity.’

Now just why did I do that? Ah, my lady, I am so sorry to see the shadow of sadness touch your eyes. I know that you alone understand me. You were at the point of convincing yourself that I am no threat to your House. You would have been happy, for a time. But that would not have been right. I sense your consciousness, such a bright one that so ill fits the consortium with this Rajah. It is not right for you to live in happiness that is based on a lie. I have more respect for you than that. Lady, it is my gift to you. When I take back what is mine, what I was born for, you will be ready. You will meet the end of this family with gracefulness and dignity. I offer: time for you to prepare yourself.
And for the remainder of the evening, Kishore watched as she held her chin up, served him graciously, and never once indulged in the fear he knew was eating away at her. When the dinner was over, and he was conducted to the apartments set aside for him, he lay in bed for a long time, thinking about her.

How marvellous this evening was! Oh, her performance was superb! Truly, among the ordinary things of this world, you will sometimes find gems.

He encouraged his mood to mellow, and settled into a pleasant melancholy.

I don’t believe you have control over your emotions, my dear lady. You don’t have my kind of training. You held yourself in check by the brute force of your will power, and the full gambit of emotions was eating you up, right through the dinner. Now that is poise.

A lazy smile spread over his features.

Well. Thank goodness I’ll never need poise and strength like that.
Chapter 2.  Penetration

Chapter 3.  The First Staircase
The stage is perfect tonight, she thought with pleasure. There were plenty of torches so that the stage was very well lit, but at same time, they did not create an obstruction. Light silken drapes swirled gently in the breeze, creating an ethereal backdrop. Even if he doesn’t come, I will enjoy the dance tonight, she promised herself. Maya sighed, enjoying her melancholy. Ah, Shikar Vlata. You should never keep such a pretty lady waiting. I come here each night, hoping to perform before you, and still you prefer poring over dusty maps in the Rajah’s war room.

She shifted her weight to the right leg. What arrogance! My body is weary from constant performance. I have to be here each night on the off-chance that you will appear, and still you disappoint me. The other apsaras are growing suspicious of such diligence, and the claws will be out soon.

‘Stop it!’ she ordered herself. An apasara has no need for sadness or self-pity. Her beauty lasts but a moment, but if she uses it well, it lives forever – in minds of her admirers. And I have many, many admirers, she told herself without vanity. If my left leg were at full strength, I would… Stop! she ordered herself once more. What is a little strain? I can dance every night, for the rest of my life, and not grow tired. Pain? It is my old friend. It makes me feel alive. Maya breathed deeply, relaxing the leg as best she could. She imagined a warm golden light diffusing from the bones through the muscles, as she breathed deeply, slowly. The pain slowly melted away. Now just where would I be without these tricks? she laughed gently to herself. Thank you, Mother Lakshmi.

He is not here, but that’s his loss. Because I will give the performance of a lifetime tonight. She glanced around at the other dancers, and was amused at how quickly they looked away. The perfection of the night moved her, and in spite of their envy, she felt a great swell of pity for them. I wish I could give you what I have. I wish you could understand that it’s not about a hand movement or a raised eyebrow. It’s about… creating a grand moment. Touching perfection. To snatch a moment from eternity and make something perfect. To believe in beauty and strength, to live in it. What does it mean to be a famous dancer? To be praised by ugly Rajahs and pursued by their toad-like sons?! To acquire wealth and honour, and to waste the rest of my life guarding it?! Fame is nothing. To live for beauty, for it to be the truth on which to base a life, now that is worth something. Fame comes or it doesn’t come. But to know, to truly know without doubt or hesitation, that you are perfect and balanced, that is a rare and special thing.

In truth, I don’t know what happens when I dance. I know I am beautiful, and I learned all the steps. But there is an extra magic, something that doesn’t care how I look or how I move. It overtakes me when I surrender to the dance. I feel her in me. Priests drone their prayers, but they cannot touch the place where I meet her.

Very lightly, the choreographer touched her shoulder. ‘Come my child. It is time.’ Nakdev had often seen Maya in this semi-trance, just before a performance. Every time it happened, the performance that followed surpassed his expectation. He knew he was in the presence of a kind of greatness, and he was a little afraid of her.

There was a sudden stir at the back of the hall, as the Rajah, Shikar Vlata and ten bodyguards entered. An assistant came rushing up. ‘The Rajah is here!’ he muttered unnecessarily. Maya started, and her eyes flashed to Shikar, who was gazing about the hall with interest. The Rajah waved lazily, and the Nakdev’s bow was low. ‘Welcome, Sire.’

‘You about to begin now?’ It was more a command than a question.

‘Yes, my Lord. Please be seated.’

Maya’s eyes were still locked on Shikar, and Nakdev felt a strange unhappiness twisting his guts. Watch yourself. This has to go off well, he thought. But it’s out of my hands now anyway.

He is here, but now I wish he hadn’t come afterall! He hasn’t even looked at me. The thoughts were crowding in Maya’s head. The dance has to be perfect. I have to be perfect. 

Rina, a dancer of equal seniority, took the centre position with Maya. Eight other dancers surrounded them. Each assumed the correct pose, and waited. When he was certain that everything was in place, Nakdev gave a small nod to musicians. Immediately, the high metallic chords of the sitar
 sounded, a perfect counterpoint to the earthy throb of the tabla
.

Rina should never have been paired with me. Her frame is larger and heavier.

Rina raised her eyebrows and kept her head very still. Her eyes, however, turned sharply aside, and her face wore a thoughtful look. One hand was held at her side, palm facing skyward. The other palm faced off to the side, the index finger raised.

At least, with that her milk white skin, the expressions are enhanced, Maya thought in consolation. I can’t do that with my golden skin. Now, if only she would wear her costume to conceal more than to reveal! Maya’s eyes strayed involuntarily to Shikar, and she saw how Rina had captivated him. Heat rushed to her head. What else would you expect? she asked herself.

The eight peripheral dancers circled Maya and Rina slowly, their arms tracing intricate patterns, smiles fixed, eyes and eyebrows moving to give fluid, dramatic facial expression. It was an enactment of the Kurukshetra war. Four dancers represented the side of righteousness, the armies of the Pandava brothers. The other four dancers represented evil, the Kaurava brothers. The movements were still slow, a mere prelude to the war. At the centre, Rina represented Arjuna of the Pandava brothers. By her anxious expression, Rina alluded to Arjuna’s doubt as to whether he should take up arms against the evil Kauravas, his blood relatives. She shook her head, and cast her eyes to the ground, as if in utter despair. The sitar was mournful.

Maya knelt gracefully, one eyebrow raised to the fullest extent, the palms upward, exhorting Rina to rise. Maya represented Krishna, about to deliver the Bhagavat Gita, the knowledge of how Arjuna was to live on Earth and maintain righteousness. She circled Rina playfully, her index finger waving as if in admonishment. Many in the audience smiled at her playfulness, but many eyes were still locked on Rina.

[Prof Green – This is all guess work on my part; this is what I see in our ashram. I really need more research into Indian classical dance if I am to do a good job, culturally. I can maybe ask one of the ashram dancers if my story is accurate. (But I don’t know any of them well enough, and I’d have to explain about writing a novel etc etc. – too awkward) - Randhir]

[The dance scene will end like this: She dwells too long on the beauty of another dancer. Her leg begins to throb painfully and she makes a tiny error. She reliases that the song is too long, and she must stumble. She knows she cannot continue. She knows that a clumsy movement with the Rajah watching spells disaster, and that she cannot avoid it. “Curse you, leg. Just damned dance.” She accepts her fate, and surrenders her will to her goddess. She decides to forget Shikar, and focus purely on giving a perfect last dance. Her body goes numb. She completes the dance in a semi-conscious state. When it’s over, they are staring at her. She is miserable because she think she has made some mistake. Then they give a standing ovation. The choreographer tells her that she has given the best performance he has ever seen. For the moment she is unconcerned, because she is in a very powerful state of bliss. There is some communication between her and the Goddess Laxmi. The Goddess begins to give her some very special instruction, something life-changing, but then someone interrupts her. (She does eventually receive this knowledge, right at the end of the book, in her last days on earth.)]

‘He’ll be here very soon now’, she thought. She inhaled deeply, consciously using her breath to relax as she exhaled. They were long, deep breaths, so deep that her belly extended when she inhaled; an ancient yogic technique for filling the body with energy.

At last, the anxiety faded and left in its wake a more manageable excitement.

I’m read for him, she told herself with out fear, and she repeated this until she believed it.

Maya wore no jewelery, and there was no paint to enhance her features. Her hair was swept up and tied there severely, almost military fashion. Rather than her usual demure, dreamy expression that suited the stage, her gaze was level and alert.

Is it too aggressive? she wondered. Not for this one, no. It’s just right. This place is just right.

It was a courtyard, built atop the dining wing of the palace. She had chosen this very deliberately, for the courtyard offered a spectacular view of the city, and that was important for this meeting. It was not originally intended to be a courtyard, for there were no guard rails at the edges, but that in itself conveyed another subtle message.

She heard footsteps, but did not turn around as he ascended. He came straight to her.

‘Are you Maya?’

‘Yes, I am.’

He ran his eyes quickly over her, and she did not read any disappointment as he registered that this was not to be the dalliance between a love-sick dancing girl and a handsome Yuvaraj. She waited for him to make any of a dozen comments, each of which she was prepared to respond to and lead the conversation. But he said nothing, and she realized this would be much harder than she’d planned. She sensed neither irritation nor impatience, but his silence said clearly: ‘What do you want?’

‘Have you been up here before, sire?’ she said, playing for time, seeking a way in.

‘No.’ The reply was very flat.

‘The Arrow’s Head lookout may be the highest viewing point in the city…’

‘I’ve been there’

‘… and the waterfront marketplace offers the most spectacular view of the bay. But here, here is where I come when I really want to see the city.’

‘Is that so’

His tone was still flat, but his eyes were roaming the view, trying to get at her meaning. Encouraged, she went on.

‘Arrow’s Head is too high… the people look like ants, and you look up too easily, and lose yourself in the sky. The marketplace is wonderful… the colour, the noise… but you lose yourself in the people, and you see nothing.’

‘And what is it you wish to see?’

‘Not to see, but to imagine. To imagine what it would be… to command.’

He shifted just slightly, not enough for her to read him. She laughed gently and said ‘Yes, it is the foolish dream of a little girl. But I come here to imagine what it would be like if I were a god… a goddess…’ He did not take the bait, and she went on. ‘In this place that is neither too high nor too low, in this in-between place, I see the city folk close enough to read their feelings, distant enough not to be touched by them. From this height, I see the city itself, how it’s balanced between the sky and the earth, how it shifts and churns, how from its centre, its riches are carried forth. And when you watch it long enough, you see it.’

She was silent for a time, and finally he prompted her, gently.

‘What? See what?’

‘That it doesn’t matter. Fortunes and happiness shift. It comes to this man today, leaves him and hides in the pockets of another tomorrow, then it sits on the brow of a woman by the same afternoon.’

‘You are a philosopher.’

‘No. I told you. These are only the daydreams of a little girl.’

‘And what does the woman see?’

It is time, she thought. Be careful, he is far more guarded that I was prepared for. And why did I allow myself to run on like that? I think it’s turned out well, but I don’t feel I’m in control. I’ll have to go along with this poetic flow that’s seemed to come over me. Subtleties and allusions… it could backfire. Stop it! It’s too late to go back now!

‘She sees a little happiness, a little unhappiness, and much opportunity.’

Again, he did not rise to bait, saying instead, ‘It’s like that, always, in every city, in every place.’

‘The unhappiness in Kiara runs very deeply.’

‘What unhappiness is that?’

She indicated a small wooded park. ‘The trees… that garden… beautiful, isn’t it?’
He shrugged. ‘Could be improved.’

‘Yes. The older trees were not well chosen by the first planters. They eat up ground and water and contribute nothing.’ She gestured. ‘But see, the younger trees. Laden with fruit and promise. It is a small garden; the city encroaches so. There’s no space for dead wood.’ She turned and looked him directly in the eyes. He was staring at her, and in an instant she saw that the violence was very close to the surface, and danger signals pulsed through her. Then, she tightened her belly muscles and spoke on.

‘There are ways to remove the old trees. But only under the guidance of a gardener who knows this land, and who treasures what the newness can bring.’

His expression was unreadable. ‘I suppose such a gardener would be richly rewarded.’

‘Some gardeners take much pride in their work. To them, it is no work, but a… a pleasure, even.’

Suddenly, he laughed and turned away from her. ‘You know what I think? I think the old trees are half-rotten, and the young ones will, in time, simply displace them.’

‘But if the seed of the old ones are already sprouting?’

‘There are gardeners, and there are gardeners. Sometimes, it’s nature who chooses, and it matters not a bit what the gardener thinks or does.’

‘m’Lord, the people are unhappy. War is coming. And the army is not strong enough.’

His eyes widened in anger ‘You dare – ‘

At once, she lowered her eyes and softened her voice. ‘Forgive me. I am only a woman, and a frightened one too. Times of war are difficult for a woman. They are difficult.’

‘The soldiers of Kiara…’

‘… are too few. They are brave, and every single one has strength and skill to spare. Man to man, few cities could match them. But in the end, it’s the number of soldiers that makes the army, not the strength of its parts.’

‘Tread lightly, my pretty friend. It’s the emperor who makes those decisions.’

She nodded slightly. ‘In one way, yes.’

He laughed, genuinely amused now. ‘Alright, where is your army?’

She looked pointedly at the streets below. ‘I have no army. I wish that I were some princess, with an army to gift to you. But I am only a stupid woman, and a frightened one at that. I can only stand here on this courtyard, and look and think upon ordinary things, such as that porter, carrying his barrel of wine.’

He frowned, trying to decipher her. Then his gaze cleared, and he gasped. ‘My god…!’ He looked at her, and shaking his head, he said ‘Have you lost your mind?! Do you realize…’

She spoke urgently, knowing that they were at the crucial juncture. ‘The emperor wants a larger army. He cannot have it if the old ways are kept. New ideas are needed, new bold men who want to win wars – these are the men who will forge an empire.’

‘But… the whole structure… no-one would…’

‘The emperor is tired of losing wars. The armies are spread out too thinly.’ She took a deep breath. ‘And there is… unhappiness… among the people. And in Kiara, that anger has leadership. The anger is growing into a force, and I fear this force cannot be checked… it can only be channelled… or, for a man with the strength, the courage, and the right connections, it is a force that can even be harnessed…’

[She is prposing that the army can be made strong by allowing sudras to become ksatriyas, thereby creating a larger warrior class]

Chapter 4.  Twisting

[Palace philosophical debates. Normally, a dreary affair. But Shikar is trying to make this an opportunity to shed doubt on the Rajah’s capacity. The Rajah is Saivite and Kishore tries to shed doubts on Shiva and show that it is better to be Vaishnavite. To do this, he has secretly planted the boy Surya in the Vaishnava group. The debate reaches a much higher level of intelligence than it normally would.]

‘Before you begin, please remember that we have a new member in our audience. Shikar Vlatha has never had the benefit of your wisdom, and right now would be a good time to introduce him to our philosophies. So please do take the time to explain everything in simple language, as you would to a child.’ The chief Vaishnava priest, Narsim, shifted irritably. He was tired of the Rajah’s posturing. The morning consisted of chanting of Vedic slokas, exalting the deities, invoking their assistance. The debate afterward always tired Narsim. It was a requirement that at the completion of the ekadashi morning prayers, the two rival sects would meet for a debate. Vaishnava priests extolled the virtues of Vishnu and his incarnations, whilst Saivite priests countered with the exploits of Siva. After the debate, which generally lasted an hour, the feasting began. It was the feasting that drew the priests and made them tolerate the debate. 

Most of the population of Kiara was Saivite, mainly because the Rajah himself was a staunch devotee of Lord Siva. While the Vaishnava and Saivite priests are in principle rivals, in practise, there was a general cooperation between the two, at least in Kiara. Narsim, the Vaishnava leader, generally avoided conflict by arranging his ashram’s activities in such a way that there was little inconvenience to the Saivite majority. In return, Pranavananda, the Saivite leader, tolerated the activities of the small Vaishnavite population. Both knew that leadership could change at any moment, and with it Kiara’s religious emphasis. At this time, Pranavanada dominated. If an assassination attempt proved successful, and a Vaishanava Rajah installed, then Narsim would gain leadership of Kiara’s religion. It was a good arrangement, for it meant that both sides were prepared for a shift in power. Since both religions were tolerated and allowed to exist in parallel, it meant there was no major upheaval, but a simple movement from one camp to another. This open secret was approved by the general population, because, the populace reasoned, aren’t all deities simply different aspects of the one true Divine, which itself has no name and no form?

Pranava and Narsim were ideally suited in their roles as leaders, because both were inept in debate. They were dramatic in appearance, both sporting long, flowing beards and robes, and both had deep sonorous voices. When each spoke, the words were charged with fire, punctuated with gesticulations and dramatic swirling of robes. But the words themselves had no clarity. Quite often, there was simply no connection between the orations of one group and the rejoinder from the other. And so, the hour passed not so much in debate as in a series a disconnected praises of the deities Vishnu and Shiva. The court was well satisfied because Pranava and Narsim really did put on a good show. And because no-one could understand the lengthy and over-dressed words, their pride in the religious sophistication of Kiara was reinforced.

Narsim was especially irritable due to his ingrown toenail. He glanced around, his twenty-one Vaishnava priests-in-training seated in three neat lines behind him. The boy Surya was a very recent addition. In fact, Surya had joined the Vaishnava ashram only just yesterday. But the boy was tall and clean-limbed, his posture very straight and his voice melodious. He was a brilliant addition, and Narsim had chosen to bring him to the palace with the other twenty, even though others in the Ashram were more qualified.

At length, the court was settled, and Pranavananda began. ‘Praise to Lord Shiva! Mahadeva, blue-necked one, destroyer of the universe, I salute you! Thou art the slayer of the wicked and the virtuous, the eater of worlds and the cleaver of stars. By your destruction, the universe is remade. By your touch, the cloying darkness of ignorance is slain…’

‘Pardon me’

Shikar’s voice was low but very clear, and the court was startled out of its semi-doze.

Pranavanada masked his surprise well. ‘Yes, Shikar Vlatha?’

‘Why do you call him “blue-necked one”?’

Pranavanada laughed gently. ‘It is a very old story. All gods and demons gathered together to churn the ocean of the universe. Many precious things emerged, but first came poison. The poison was so terrible that its vapours began to destroy worlds. But Lord Shiva, the all-compassionate, snatched this poison and swallowed it. The poison scorched his throat, turning it blue. So for us, the blue throat is a proud symbol of our Lord’s strength and compassion.’

Pranavanada waited for Shikar to fold together his palms and say some word of praise to Lord Shiva. But Shikar turned to Narsim and asked ‘What did Vishnu take from the ocean?’

The priest was unprepared for the directness of the question. ‘Nectar and the wish-fulfilling cow’ he blurted. ‘Interesting’ Shikar replied, and there was a world of implication in his tone. ‘Please continue.’

But Narsim had nothing more to say. ‘Vishnu had to take the nectar, the amrita, because it gave immortality.’ It was Surya who spoke. ‘If the demons had taken the nectar, evil would have had permanent hold here. On one level, Vishnu’s choice was not as noble as Shiva’s. But in truth, it was an act of great wisdom.’ His colleagues were goggling at him. It was unheard of to speak without invitation and permission from Narsim.

‘But Vishnu has committed many immoral acts, hasn’t he? During his incarnation as Rama, he fired an arrow into the back of Satrugna.’

The question was directed to Surya. The court held its breath. The last time any such question had been aired publicly, Narsim had exploded. Rage had animated his being, from his wild gestures to the fiery discourse he had spewed. Narsim gathered his breath, an eagle, ready to launch and swoop to the kill. But then a clear and quiet voice slashed its way across the court.

‘Satrugna had stolen the wife of Vali. Lord Rama was the very image of Vishnu, the abode of virtue. A sinner such as Satrugna in no way deserved the privilege of death by the hand of Vishnu. It might seem ironic, but to us, even to be slain by Vishnu is a great honour. We believe that we immediately enter the warrior’s heaven if Vishnu honourably takes our life.’

Narsim was glaring at Surya, willing him to silence. But the boy’s eyes were calmly on Shikar’s face. ‘It would not be fair to the virtuous that Satrugna be slain with honour. So Lord Rama chose to take his life dishonourably, by firing the arrow at his back. He knew full well that his actions would be judged. But he chose to accept dishonour, for it meant that he could protect Vali.’

Damn this puppy, Narsim thought. Shikar has to be Saivite because the Rajah is Saivite. Any fool knows that! Surya, you joined the Ashram yesterday, but you weren’t born yesterday! You know there’s no point in trying to capture Shikar Vlata. He glanced across at Omkar. The Saivite priest was glaring straight at Narsim, and Narsim shuddered. The consequences of Omkar withdrawing his favour were disastrous.

‘Krishna was another incarnation of Vishnu, wasn’t he? Yet he committed some of the worst atrocities known to man. I don’t think even you can justify much of what he did.’

The debate was now between Surya and Shikar; everyone could see that.

‘Sire, Krishna was born to rid the Mother Earth of a tremendous burden. The warrior caste had broken all the rules of a moral life, and Earth was tortured by the burden of their sin. Krishna was born to eliminate these sinners.’

Shikar could see that the effect was wearing off. The novelty of confrontational debate was being eroded by the court’s impatience to begin the feast. He decided to gamble.

‘That isn’t really what I meant… what is your name… Surya, thank you. I was really thinking about Krishna and the Gopis.’

A low buzz of interest issued from the court. People are so predictable, Shikar smiled inwardly. Even hint at sex and they forget their tiredness and put away their boredom. ‘I understand that the ladies he sported with were, for the most part, married!’

There was a shocked silence. It was a truth that was avoided in most religious texts. ‘How can you worship a deity who incarnates as an immoral man?’ All eyes flashed to Surya, Narsim completely forgotten now. Surya was seated with a straight back, his smile very confident.

‘It is precisely for this reason that we worship Vishnu. Vishnu alone saw the coming of the age of darkness. He saw the moral fibre of man weaken, and he chose to descend into it. “I am the friend of the weak” he stated. “There is no qualification for my worship. Whoever you are, whatever you do, you need remember just one thing. Call my name, and I will come running to you.” ‘

Their mouth were open with astonishment. The question, long avoided, had been answered at last. Surya decided to press home his attack.

‘Do you think for one moment that Vishnu didn’t realise that he would be criticized? Yet in his compassion, he chose personal dishonour. Even more than this, Vishnu shows to us that the laws we make, the rules we bind ourselves to, all these are playthings. They are of the mind. The Divine is of the soul. Divinity has no rules, no boundaries. It belongs to no-one. It pervades all. It is the virtue in the nobleman and it is the violence of the thief.’

The debate was taking an abstract turn now. Narsim was relieved. It wouldn’t be long before the court wearied. The level of debate was beyond the comprehension of the general populace, and interest would wane fast. He glanced across at Shikar, and the breath went out of him. Shikar’s hand had moved just a fraction, but Narsim saw clearly what it was. It was a gesture of warning. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Surya’s head tilt faintly; an answering nod.

‘So you see then, when Krishna takes Radha with all his youthful passion, it is symbolic of our thirst for the Divine.’

A middle-aged woman giggled foolishly, but no-one minded. Shikar chuckled. ‘I think, friend Surya, your answers are too clever for our empty stomachs! I think we should stop the debates now.’ An audible groan went up. Shikar raised his hand. ‘But since we enjoy your talks so much, we can continue tomorrow. The Lord Shiva must also be spoken for, yes?’

The Rajah blustered to his feet, barking commands to the servants, trying to take back the initiative. Shikar watched him briefly, a lazy ironic smile on his lips. His contempt was open, only the Rajah oblivious to his gaze. Many averted their eyes, choosing not to see. But many more looked back at Shikar, an answering smile in their eyes.

The court will be filled to capacity tomorrow, Narsim thought. He wandered outside. I should be very happy. Shikar Vlatha, contemplating Vaishnavism! What a coup! But it’s all wrong. Surya was sent by him, and I fell neatly into their trap. If I remove Surya, Shikar will turn against me. Somehow, that’s much worse than the anger of the Rajah.’ Narsim watched the sun set, its last rays turning the skies a sickly pink. It’s my fault he whispered. It’s my fault, because I don’t have faith. I don’t know if there is a Vishnu, or a Shiva. I know all the stories, but sometimes I don’t believe them. The stories fit too perfectly. He thought of Surya’s first answer. In spite of all your cleverness, Surya, you don’t understand. The ocean is not a real ocean. The ocean is the body of a man. When a man meditates, it is like the churning of the ocean. At first, all his hatred and anger and lust boil out of him. He becomes distracted. In the beginning, meditation gives misery. It is like poison, but we must swallow it - even when it burns in our throats. And if we are patient, if we have the endurance of Shiva, then the poison becomes nectar. We become as beautiful and strong as Vishnu. I remember when my Guru first explained the inner meaning of the story. Narsim sighed. He didn’t know how deeply it would change me. The story was too neat. The story came after the fact. You know what I think, Surya? I think there is no God. I think that a long long time ago, someone decided to tell a story about how a man might meditate. And he wrote a story. He made a God, and that God was only a character for his story.

Narsim fists tightened. Why am I cursed? Why must I see what I ought not to? Why can’t I be left in peace, content to believe? The tears burned in his eyes. I let the years go by. I wallowed in my disbelief. They saw something in me, something that really wasn’t there, and they made me a priest. I was so young, so sure my doubts would be swept aside. But it was too easy to let the days slip into weeks, and suddenly years had passed. Somehow I became chief priest. And now something is happening, something that is not right. And I have not the faith to turn back the tide.

‘Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?!’ The voice came from behind him, and Narsim groaned. Omkar was furious. ‘You forget too quickly all I’ve done for you. Where did you find that stripling?’

‘I didn’t plan for this! I didn’t want this at all.’

Omkar’s sarcasm was terrible. ‘Ahhh! A simple answer! A straightforward denial! Why, I thought that was beneath you.’

‘I swear to you, I had nothing to do with it.’

‘Oh! How silly I of me! I should have known! Alright, never mind then! A fully trained Vedantin turns up at just the wrong time! Pure co-incidence!’

‘The boy speaks for himself, Pandit.’ He looked the furious man in his eyes. ‘Do you really think I could have trained him? Me?!’

Omkar was quiet for a long time. ‘He’s still from your ashram. You can order him…’

Narsim’s laughter was brutal ‘We both know that isn’t true, Panditji.’

At length, Omkar spoke. ‘And what do we do now?’

‘It’s out of my hands. You still have a chance. Tomorrow.’

Omkar’s voice filled with sarcasm again. ‘Thank you for your good wishes.’ He turned and stamped away. In truth, you’re just like me, Narsim thought. Only, you’ve convinced yourself that you believe. If you really do believe, you’ll win tomorrow. But I don’t think you will. As much as I wish it.

[Later, when Narsim meets Kishore, he undergoes a transformation. He comes to understand that indeed Shiva, Vishnu and Brahma can indeed exist- and they can live their lives in such a way that it becomes a story to illustrate meditation. He also acknowledges that there is no way for him to know for sure what the truth is – whether Gods are real. Eventually he simply acknowledges that it can’t be known without his direct experience and that the only way to be sure is to progress by himself and for himself. His doesn’t know whether the stories are real, but he is glad to have heard them. In that sense, they are real enough. He wonder whether he himself is real.]

Chapter 5.  The Wide-Awake Dreamer

[In parallel, some low-born children are going about their business. This is the scene where Kishore, a low-born boy becomes aware of the difference between himself and those of the ruling class. It is the beginning of Kishore’s lifelong quest.]

They worshipped the young prince with all the excitement in their little hearts. The heroes of the Mahabharata stories had inflamed their imagination, and they wanted to see their heroes, needed to see them, living and breathing in the real world. They did not see heroes in the palace soldiers and guards, for those men they knew too well; the chastisement they suffered at the hands of their wives and the uncouth behaviour in drinking places did not inspire Kishore and his friends. But Rajkumar Utara, now there was a different matter! The young prince was of an age with them. When he appeared with a tiny sword at his side, in their imagination it was they who wore the sword; when he wandered in on a meeting between the Rajah and his generals, it was they who strode with ease among the lions. Little boys live in fantasy worlds, and when they find the most tenuous link in the real world, they latch onto it with all the strength in their arms.

Their adoration reached a new high when Utara began his training. It was premature, but Utara had constantly pestered the weapons master for lessons until the grizzly middle-aged man acquiesced. Afterall, Utara was heir to the throne, and someday his favour might mean more than a bright smile. So Utara received his training much to the amusement of the Rajah and his generals. But there was no amusement in Kishore’s group as they gazed longingly on Utara while the lesson was in progress. Their eyes devoured every movement; from the sword’s thrust to the arrow’s graceful arc. 

The lessons lasted no more than twenty minutes, but it fuelled their imagination for the entire day. Each morning, there was a mad rush to bathe, gulp down breakfast, and complete their chores. Then, the dash to the palace walls; the scramble for the best position from which to peer through the wall slits into the training ground. The soldiers at the training ground gates always shooed them away, so they had to rely on the infrequent breaks in the walls. But it was enough, for what they could not see with their physical eyes, they saw in their imaginations.

When it was over, they walked back slowly, each savouring what he had seen, reliving every minute. On the return journey, they were a solemn group. Like a troop of monks who had glimpsed some deep spiritual truth, they wended their way back to the fields in silence. Every now and then, someone would thrust out an arm as if to strike an enemy, or threaten an imaginary foe by swinging a stick; then, he’d look about in embarrassment. But no-one ever said a sarcastic word, for they were of the same mind.

One morning was very special. There was a stunned silence as they saw the miniature bow, made specially for Utara. It was a gift from one of the Rajah’s generals, and it came with a quiver of matching arrows. The bow and arrow, that favourite weapon of Arjuna, flower of the Pandava brothers, undisputed hero of the Mahabharata. The moment Kishore saw the bow and arrows, the breath whooshed out of him and his hands began to tremble. He knew what was going to happen. It was a moment of intuition, for the web of fate is tied strongly around certain special individuals, and if they see not the details, they sense the coming of a great event. Fate arranges its outcomes not in iron-clad petitions or laws carved in stone. Sometimes, fate destroys an entire way of life simply by whispering in a little boy’s ear that an arrow will be flying over a wall.

For ten minutes, Kishore’s thighs clenched in readiness. The sickening feeling of anticipation was in his stomach, his throat, his head. For the first time, he had no eyes for Utara or the weapons master. His gaze was on each arrow, and he repeated over and over ‘Let me reach it first let me reach it first let me reach it first …’ A small tremor shook him as each arrow thudded against the board. And when it finally came whizzing over the wall, there was no hesitation. 

He whirled and fled like a ghost, almost before the arrow could touch the ground. His companions were astonished, their mouths hanging in amazement at their good fortune. They turned as one man, only to see Kishore far ahead, already speeding to where to the arrow had landed. They were on their feet, giving chase, but there was despair in their movements. Kishore already had the beautiful thing in his hand, racing around the wall to the gate.

He’s going to say Thank You! was hammering in Kishore’s head. 

Utara raced to the gate, desperate not to lose the arrow. But there was a stranger, an ill-kempt boy, flying toward him. He saw the mad rush, the crazy desire in Kishore’s eyes, and the tightly gripped arrow that looked so dangerous now. Fear flooded him, and he halted awkwardly. Kishore saw the abrupt halt, and grew confused. Suddenly shy, he slowed to a walk, unsure what had happened. Then, he looked into Utara’s eyes and understood. His shoulders slumped and he pressed one bare foot over the other. The patches on the knees of his lungi were burning holes into him. Slowly, he walked to the guard at the gate. He muttered something, and held out the arrow, so heavy in his hand now. He didn’t hear the guard’s friendly tone or see the look of compassion that washed over him as the arrow was taken away. Kishore turned and walked back to his friends.

On the home-ward journey, they looked askance at Kishore. How did he know, they were asking themselves. And why did Rajkumar Utara look at him like that? Every so often, someone would look down at his own mended lungi. They walked back to the fields, and this time the silence was a very unhappy one.

He viewed the old thief’s coming death with the impartial eye that only a child could possess. He had not the education to view death as anything but common-place. A poet might adorn the event with a dramatic ‘frigid hand of death creeping up his spine’; an attention-seeking woman might wail her distress over his passing as she wiped her dry eyes; a priest might meditate on the effervescence of life. But Kishore saw with cold and clear logic that Matsya would die because he was old, and because was dead, he would no longer read from the Mahabharata. And there was no guilt in his concentrated stare at the pages of that ancient text as Matsya wove the pages into a story.

To Kishore, the squiggles of pigment on the paper were not individual words. He was not merely illiterate; he could not even conceive of the notion of reading and writing. It was beyond his comprehension that a small squiggle might denote a sound, an arrangement of them words, sentences and so on to stories. For when Kishore listened as Matsya read, it did not occur to him that the black marks on the page were symbols for sound. He automatically adopted the idea that the markings were symbolic of images. Afterall, the few paintings he had glimpsed in his limited world contained symbols representing image, not acoustics. A simple round yellow circle on canvas denoted the sun, whereas a more complex combination of colour denoted a man.

Thus Kishore believed that within each of the Sanskrit letters lay hidden an image. The rounded fullness of a prominent ‘la’ was to Kishore the lake in which Arjuna might have bathed; the aggressive stroke of the ‘ra’ was the blade of a sword, and the introspective churning of the ‘ja’ was the meditation of a yogi. So it was that to Kishore, each page contained a jumble of unconnected images, and by some magical means, the story was synthesized therefrom.

With the coming of Matsya’s death, Kishore performed an unparalleled feat of concentration. As Matsya read, Kishore locked his eyes to the page, devouring each letter but simultaneously focussing on the story coming from Matsya’s lips. He did not follow each letter from left to right, but roved in circles about the page, burning the letters into his heart and the Matsya’s story into his brain. Who can explain the receptivity of a child’s mind?  A child speaks fluently in any language within a month. Only as he grows and matures does he lose this capacity. In Kishore’s case, the entirety of the Mahabharata was stored for him in a complex jumble of tiny images. Their arrangement followed no pattern, for having avoided that question by the easy explanation of magic, it had not occurred to him to look for one.

Within a space of six months, Kishore was capable of reviving the exploits of his heroes by employing the book as a prop with which to serve his newly acquired memory. This uncelebrated self-education also gave his eye a sharpness and love for detail. The fifty characters which form the Sanskrit alphabet are intricate. The single oil-lamp by which Matsya read was tired and dim. The distance from which Kishore had to sit, and the angle at which the book was turned conspired against Kishore’s accomplishment, though unsuccessfully.

[Kishore has broken in a public library and is looking for a copy of the Mahabharata to steal.]

[the library can’t be that big. Make the library on the end of a big museum. In the museum are lots of statues and stuff animals. They look terrifying the gloom. Or maybe there are book shelves littered here and there, in a museum? Anyway, Shikar should indeed be afraid and nervous, not unafraid as I say below.]

The concrete silence of the room stifled Kishore even more than its musty air. His footfalls sounded awfully in his ears. Yet Kishore was unafraid. He knew he was in a magical place. It was with a near-religious awe that he regarded the shelves bursting with aging books. Whole worlds were jostling on each rough-hewn plank, and Kishore imagined he could almost hear the whispers of the characters therein. The weight of it appalled him, and he had to stop for almost a full minute for his head to clear. Only then was he assaulted by the enormity of his problem.

He looked about in dismay. How was he to find it? The shelves reached to the ceiling, each stack crammed with texts. He pulled out a book at random and flipped through it, and it was not the one. He replaced it slowly. It was not possible. It would take weeks to hunt through these walls of books, and he still might not find it. There was no guarentee it was even here, and in all that time, he would be caught. Despair settled over Kishore. He wandered from row to row, turning corner after corner. He came at last to a comforting cul-de-sac. He plodded to the far shelf and rested his head against a cross piece. Slowly, he began to pound his head against the wood. Thud thud thud. Please Mother Sarasvathi. I never asked you for anything before. Let me find it. O Goddess of Learning, bringer of Intellect. Show me where it is.

But the stacks of texts were mocking him. They whispered amongst themselves, chuckling, giggling madly. Look! A sudra wants a book! Hah hah hah hah! Somebody, show him his place! Hah hah hah hah! In a sudden rage, Kishore seized a book and raised it over his head. He turned furiously, ready to dash it to the ground, and he saw the seven-foot tall priest.

The priest was filling the cul-de-sac with his presence, his eyes blazing. ‘How dare you!’ he growled, and he grabbed Kishore’s wrist with a hand that was made of steel wire. Kishore almost fainted in terror, the book half-slipping from his grasp. Without releasing any pressure, the priest snatched away the book with his other hand and gently replaced it on the shelf. ‘You vandal!’ Kishore’s heart stopped pounding, and he realised that the priest was not seven feet tall. In fact, he was not even very imposing. Kishore twisted deftly out of his hold, ready to sprint out of the library. ‘Take another step, and I will call the guard.’

‘I always wanted to catch one of you people red-handed, and ask “Why? Why must you break in here and destroy?! Why must you destroy what is not yours?”’

Kishore’s indignation was fired. ‘I’m no vandal!’

‘Then why were you going to destroy that book? You’re a vandal and a liar too!’

‘I – I was angry… I…’

‘Please, just… I don’t want to hear it. You people make me ill. Just… go away. Get out!’

Kishore let his eyes fall to the ground and he shuffled away slowly. ‘I only wanted a book to read you know’, his voice like a petulant child’s. The priest’s sarcasm was bitter. ‘You wanted a book! You! You can’t even read! What were you looking for?! The Vedas I suppose! Hahahahah! You’ll be delivering a discourse tonight, yes?! Why not take the Upanishads too?’

Kishore halted, wanting the argument now, even though he knew he could not win. ‘Those! Those are monk’s books! For floating in the sky! I want a real book! I was looking for the Mahabharata! And I can read! I can read that book!’

‘You can read! Pah!’ The priest reached out for a book and opened a page at random. He thrust it beneath Kishore’s nose. ‘Read!’ Kishore faltered. He looked away. ‘I can’t… I only learned the Mahabharata…’

The priest’s scorn was crushing. ‘So selective! You can read, but just one book! Of all the stupidities, that is…’ Then his eyes lit up. ‘Why don’t you show me then?’

Kishore’s heart was hammering again. ‘You can find it in here?’

The priest’s eyes narrowed. He’d expected to hear an evasive answer, and the sudden look of hope that brightened Kishore’s face confused him. ‘Of course I can! Come with me.’ The hand shot out again, grasping Kishore about the throat. ‘Don’t think I’m stupid, boy. You’ll walk in front of me. One false move, and I’ll call for every guard in the city.’

The priest seemed to know where they were going as they passed shelf after shelf, turning corner after corner. Kishore knew he was quite lost now, and so completely in the priest’s power. Finally they stopped before a shelf just like any other, and the priest reached for a large volume without hesitation. He opened to the first page and commanded, ‘Read!’

The words were dancing on the page, and Kishore’s heart sang. It was the Mahabharata. Slowly at first, then with increasing passion, his eyes ate the words and his tongue shaped them.

‘The king had always been fond of hunting. It was a passion with him. He had reached the banks of the river Ganga. It was there that he first saw her. She was like a vision. There she stood, her skin glowing like gold. Her eyes were large and lustrous, her hair the dark silk of night. He stood rooted to the spot, drinking her with his eyes…’

‘Stop! Anyone can memorize a few lines.’ But the priest’s eyes were deeply troubled now. He opened to a page at random. ‘Read!’

‘Aswatthama smiled at Radheya as if to say “Let us see what you are going to do now. Your chance has come.” He said: “Radheya, look. Arjuna is coming, eager to fight you. For years, you have made the council hall resound with talk about how you will kill Arjuna. He is here now: roaring like a lion in the arena. Let us see you fight. If you are beaten…’

Again the priest flipped the pages.

‘A frown of annoyance passed across the face of Devavrata. That his dear father should have wanted something and could not get it was a thing he could not imagine. He said: “You want your grandson to be king after my father. So be it. I will renounce my claim to the throne. Now are you satisfied?” The young prince, the hope of the world, amazed the fisherman by his words. A look of disbelief came to the eyes of the fisherman. “My lord, you are a true prince. For the sake of your father’s happiness, you renounce your claim to the throne.”’

The priest wanted to open another page. But they were reading of Devavrata, soon to be Bheeshma, and Kishore looked calmly at the priest. He grasped the book firmly and continued reading.

“You are noble, but how can I be sure your sons will be equally noble? What assurance have I that they will not contest the claims of Satyavati’s son?” The prince was shocked at the extent of the man’s cupidity.  With a smile of contempt he said “Not satisfied yet? Very well, I take this vow: I will not marry. I will lie with no woman. I vow before the denizens of heaven and earth and the nether regions, in the name of all that is dear and sacred to me, in the name of my guru Bhagavan Bhargava. In the name of my mother Ganga. In the name of Dharma. In the name of Vishnu. In the name of Shiva. In the name of Brahma.” The heavens trembled under the force of the terrible vow spoken on Earth. All activity paused, and the Gods themselves were breathless. Then, they rained flowers to Earth, on the head of Devavrata. “Bheeshma! Bheeshma!” they cried. The vow he had taken was so terrible that from that day on, Devavratta ceased to be, and Bheeshma, the Terrible One, the hero of every future celibate, took his place.

Kishore closed the book slowly and looked up at the priest. ‘I mean to have this book, panditji. It is my life.’ 

The priest was goggling at him. ‘You … you learned to read… to read just so you could… the Mahabharata…’

He groped at the shelf, swaying slightly. ‘I don’t understand… understand how…’ He took a long shuddering breath. ‘And I don’t need to understand. Because it is a miracle. It cannot be understood.’

Kishore was watching him with suspicion, ready for some trick. 

‘I mean to have this book’ he repeated. He backed away from the priest. 

‘Please wait.’

The gentleness in the priest’s voice made Kishore pause. He knew it would take ages to find his way out of this place by himself. 

‘You don’t need to steal that book. I have my own copy of the Mahabharata. I want to give it to you.’

‘You’re a liar! You’re just trying to trick me. Why would you do that?’

The priest took a deep breath. There are so many ways I could answer he thought. Then he decided to tell the truth. ‘Because I don’t know how to read it.’

Kishore snorted in disgust. ‘You’re a liar! Of course you can read!’

‘No, I can’t. Not like you can read.’

Kishore shrugged, the priest’s open gaze making him uncomfortable.

‘Anyone can do it. I just concentrated on each page until I could remember…’

‘That isn’t what I mean.’ The priest thought of the passion with which Kishore had read. The fact of his reading at all was only part of the miracle. Have I read like that – ever? He wondered. I sometimes feel a lump in my throat when I read the Ramayana. And in parts of the Shrimad Bhagavatam… be honest! You have never, never read like that. This boy would kill for the book. He outstrips every one of the students you’ve trained. Yes, they are trained. They know the words, but the words come out of their mouths, not out of their hearts. And not on fire, like they do from this – this thief. I could help him… does he need help? Yes, he does. He’s brilliant, but he’s like a diamond on a scrapheap. Do I really deserve to be the one to pick him up? There’s only one way to know.

‘Follow me’ The priest spoke with all the authority he could muster. Then he turned and strode on without looking back. Let Fate decide he thought. For the longest time, only silence followed him, and his heart sank. Then, there was a sudden patter of footsteps that slowed as they caught up to him. Still, he didn’t dare to look around. They exited the library and navigated the streets, arriving at last at a modest dwelling place.

‘Wait!’

At last, the priest looked at him. ‘What?’

‘I don’t even know who you are!’

‘My name’ he said, stepping over the threshold, ‘Is Narsim.’

Narsim watched Kishore wolf the thin soup, the book clutched awkwardly in the crook of his arm. Kishore had practically danced with agitation when they had entered the Kutir. Narsim had had to find his copy of the Mahabharata and open its pages for Kishore’s inspection before the boy relinquished the book from the library. A legal copy in his hand, Kishore had wanted to leave immediately, before Narsim changed his mind. But Narsim had shamed him by saying ‘Won’t you honour an old man who has given you something of value? At least eat with me.’

His mind churned over the possibilities. Can someone really memorize a book without being literate? It would require that the shapes on every page be memorized. If it is possible, why would you need a book at all? It doesn’t make any sense. And what has moved this boy so deeply that he would do such a thing?

Almost to himself, he muttered ‘You really believe the Mahabharata happened?’

Kishore looked up from the bowl, and replied without hesitation ‘I don’t know’.

‘You don’t?’

‘Yes. Good to know it anyway.’ He looked down at the bowl again, and so did not see how shocked Narsim was.

Is that the answer I’ve been looking for? That it really doesn’t matter whether a thing happened or not for it to be true? For longest time, I have questioned ‘Is God real?’ Was I looking in the wrong place? Do we need for God to exist before we strive to reach him? Does it matter whether God exists? Narsim sighed. In truth, it matters very much. And yet, it is not the final question. If a story is heard, does it matter whether it is fact or fiction? It doesn’t change our response. We respond to the story, not its actuality.

I always believed that faith meant belief in the reality of God. What if true faith is belief in the value of goodness, in Godliness. I need a long time and deeper meditation to understand all this. In all my years, I’ve never been able to prove the existence of God. Perhaps the only way to know is to try to be like him. To know by direct experience rather than conjecture. And if he is not real? If he doesn’t exist? But even in that case, we have gained. Because there is value in goodness, in being godly. He looked at Kishore, still engrossed in the soup. He needs no time or deep meditation to understand. He is the living presence of belief. I brought him here so I could teach him… but there is more for me to learn than to teach.

‘Will you come here tomorrow?’

Kishore started suspiciously. ‘What for?’

Narsim racked his brain. ‘You could read the Mahabharata for me.’

Kishore bit his lips. ‘If I come here, I’ll not bring it!’ he finally blurted.

A little saddened by this, Narsim answered roughly ‘It’s your book now. No-one will take it. But all right. I can keep the library book here a few days more. You can read from that.’

Narsim could read the conflict on Kishore’s face; gratitude against suspicion. ‘We’ll see.’ he said at last. ‘I’m done.’ He pushed the bowl away and got to his feet. At the doorway he paused, raising the book slightly. ‘Thank you.’ he said, and he was gone.

Kishore did not come the next day, nor the day after that. But on the third day, he entered Narsim’s dwelling without knocking, a studied arrogance in his stance. Narsim had seen this façade too many times not to recognise it; it was how a person whose conscience weighed heavily could face a monk. ‘You wanted something?’ Kishore asked without preamble.

‘You know what I wanted. Start here.’ Handing over the library copy of the Mahabharata, Narsim indicated a passage.

‘You never said I had to read. You said I could have it. And I do. You can read this copy for yourself. I don’t have to come here at all.’

Narsim sighed in exasperation. ‘Then do as you please. The book was a gift. I did not ask you to come because of it.’

‘I can come for the next two weeks. After that, the book’s paid for.’

Narsim didn’t bother to reply. He pointed to the passage once more. ‘Read.’

But Kishore started with the text that was at the start of page. Narsim settled himself comfortably and closed his eyes, nodding occasionally as he listened. After half an hour, he took up a sheet of paper and a stick of char, and began scribbling notes.

‘You aren’t listening!’

‘Yes, I am. I’m writing about what you are reading.’

‘What for?’

‘So I can understand better.’

‘What?’

‘There’s a deeper meaning behind the story…’

Kishore snorted with disgust. ‘It’s a good story. What more do you want?’

‘Just read.’

Some hours passed.

‘This part’s boring. I’ll skip forward a bit.’

‘No, don’t skip forward. We’ll pick up there tomorrow.’

Kishore glanced at the Narsim’s copious notes. ‘You can write.’

‘Yes’

Kishore hefted the Mahabharata. ‘I mean… it looks like what’s in here.’

Narsim sighed. Will I ever understand it? He really can’t read anything but the Mahabharata. Narsim had occasionally glanced up from his notes as Kishore read, and had seen how the eyes roved about the page, rather than following the lines as a normal person would read.

‘Would you like to learn to write?’

‘What for?’ Kishore hefted the book again, meaningfully. ‘I can read.’

‘We can start at the same time tomorrow. Goodbye, Kishore.’

‘There’s another thirteen days left. Goodbye.’

The next day passed similarly. When Narsim began to tire, he tried to interest Kishore in the notes he was making. However, Kishore asked bluntly ‘Can I go now?’

Narsim need all his training not to let his disappointment show. ‘Yes. You can go at any time.’

‘How many days left? Eleven, I think?’

Narsim looked straight into his eyes. ‘If you think so.’

Kishore tried to meet his gaze, and failed. ‘I was only joking… there are twelve days left…’ he muttered.

‘Good-bye Kishore’

At some point on the next day, Kishore stopped suddenly and repeated a request.

‘This part’s boring. Can we skip ahead?’

‘I told you before, no skipping. Read.’ To Narsim’s surprise, however, Kishore insisted in a low voice, almost plaintively ,’But I don’t like this part.’

‘Why not?’

‘This is where Krishna and Arjuna burn the forest. Arjuna would never kill innocent animals like that!’

‘And Krishna?’

Kishore shrugged. ‘Krishna is God. God can do anything. But Arjuna wouldn’t do that.’

Narsim felt a door opening. Krishna was a distant figure to Kishore, sometimes doing good, sometimes doing apparent evil, none of it easy to explain because of the distance. But Arjuna, the warrior, Kishore’s hero; his virtue was sacrosanct.

‘So you question the story?’

‘Arjuna wouldn’t do that.’

‘Maybe not. Maybe, the story was written to mean something else.’

‘Like what? It says clearly, there was a forest and Krishna and Arjuna burned it. But, Arjuna wouldn’t do that.’

‘Maybe it wasn’t a real forest. Maybe it was the soul of a man.’

‘eh?’

‘The author could have meant that. In a man’s soul, there is good and sometimes there is evil. Some say that the soul is just another body, and, like our physical bodies, it must be cleaned. We use water on this body’ – Narsim touched his chest – ‘And perhaps we use fire on the soul-body. As you say, Krishna is God, and he can give the cleaning whenever he pleases. But if a man really wants to purify himself deep down, he also has to try to help. Arjuna is like men in the world. If Arjuna stands on the other side of the forest as Krishna and uses his fire arrows, there is no escape. Everything will die. But a few years later, what will we have – a new forest – bigger, more beautiful and brighter than before. Sometimes, innocent creatures will also be lost in the purification. We must be prepared to sacrifice even good parts of ourselves if we want God to bring us even closer to him.’

‘But why not just say that? And why put it in the Mahabharata?’ Kishore’s tone was offended. Narsim smiled imwardly. Clearly, the boy wanted no clerical meddling in his favourite story.

‘How interesting would it be if I were to just tell you that to be more beautiful, you had to purify yourself, that you had to help God with it, and that you would have lose even some of the better parts of yourself to do it?’

‘But why must they put that in the Mahabharata?’

‘What if I told you that every single incident in the Mahabharata has a deeper meaning to it, just as this one did? What if I told you that the Pandava brothers represent a single human being, and each brother is just a special aspect of that man?’

Kishore was very still. A bright new horizon was opening before him.

‘Yudhistra is the morality in a man, his virtue and character. Bheema is his strength, energy and power. Arjuna is his skillfulness and dexterity. Nakula is his beauty and affection. Sahadev is his intelligence.’

Kishore was silent for a long time. ‘There is a sixth Pandava.’

‘Yes. Rhadheya is a man’s Divinity. A man lives in the world using his five aspects. And as he learns to give them up, he uncovers the fact that he is God himself. To show this as a story, in the Mahabharata, the Pandavas fight the Kauravas -  who represent evil – and after the war, they discover that Radheya is their brother.’

‘Which means that man remembers that he is God?’

‘Radheya was the first-born. Just as God was there all along, even though we forget him. Only after we fight off all our evil, and remove attachment even to our goodness, can we remember that we are one with him. God is everywhere, even among the evil – he plays both parts. Radheya fought for the Kauravas, even though he knew he would lose, even though he knew he was a Pandava, even though he knew he deserved a righteous life. But, more importantly, he was obedient to the Divine Will.’

‘Is this what you are writing about while I am reading?’

Narsim chuckled. ‘I’m getting old. I haven’t done enough with my time. I can’t afford to do the reading and writing one after the other. So I write while you read.’

Half to himself, Kishore murmured ‘The whole story really has a deeper meaning?’

‘In the Mahabharata, even if a lady picks a flower, it has a deeper meaning.’

Narsim knew it was time to bring the matter to fore now.

‘It’s like with reading. The letters have no power, not unless you know their meaning. You can take them as pretty pictures. And waste your time. Or you can make a story from them. And not look further than the end of your nose, and waste the time of the man who wrote it.’

Kishore looked at him, startled. ‘I think I should go now.’ He stumbled to the doorway.

‘I need to return this book to the library, Kishore.’

‘I – I will bring my book. Tomorrow.’

‘Good bye Kishore.’

After a long time, Narsim went over the window, to watch the stars winking at him.

[Kishore and Narsim develop a strong relationship, almost Guru and disciple. Kishore learns to read properly – he understands now that life can be so much simpler if we can understand the fundamentals. He gains this understanding when he realises that the Mahabharata is made of words which are made of letters and he can understand rather than learning parrot-fashion. His intelligence increases by leaps and bounds with this understanding. Narsim also undergoes spiritual transformation as his faith strengthens. He also begins to see parts of the future. He realises that Kishore’s destiny is a very powerful one, and that the time is approaching when they must part, since Kishore has other lessons to learn. On the night before they must part, he tells Kishore that they will only meet after twenty years pass. Kishore begs him to change his mind. Even though Narsim knows it is wrong, he finally makes a promise to Kishore, that if Kishore can reach the Kutir before sundown the next day, they will not part, ever. Kishore is very relieved, because it seems like a very easy thing.

But on the next day, Kishore bumps into a thief/robber, someone who is against the caste system and is part of the underground resistance. The thief offers to show Kishore how to use the bow and arrow, and Kishore joyfully accepts. They practise till late in the afternoon, and the sun has already begun to set by the time Kishore realises how late it is. He races back to the Kutir, but only reaches it as the very last ray of sunlight vanishes. The kutir is empty.

The next day, Kishore finds the thief again, and he is slowly drawn into the Underground resistance movement. There is a Sri Aurobindo-type intellectual who argues vociferously against the caste system, in much the same way as Sri Aurobindo argued against the British occupation. E inspires Kishore, whose memories of the arrow incident awaken painfully, and he commits himself strongly to the resistance movement. He becomes one of the robbers who help finance the resistance. He is serving some food stuffs to the Sri Aurobindo-type and some others at a secret planning meeting, when he accidently knocks over a map that contains many markers showing where resistance pockets are placed throughout the country. Nervously, he picks up the map ad replaces all the markers in exactly the right order. The Sri-Aurobindo type realises that Kishore has a very unusal intelligence, and begins to involve him in strategic decision-making. There is conflict in Kishore, who is more attracted to weapons and warfare than intellectuality.

In parallel, Narsim has moved to the palace, since his new-acquired powers have revealed to him that the palace dancing woman Maya also has a very strong destiny, and it is linked to Kishore’s. He sees that she will attempt suicide in a year’s time, and he has to be on hand to prevent her death and ensure that she eventually unites with Kishore.]
Chapter 6.  A Second Education
Kishore trotted worriedly along the narrow streets of the residential district just within the city gates. It was within ten minutes walking distance of Narsim’s kutir, and Kishore thought to wander these streets for the remainder of the day until it was time for the evening session. He didn’t want to risk going farther as he usually did, just in case there was more to the terrible thing that Narsim had said.

They had gone through the motions of studying a particular sutra, but Kishore could tell by Narsim’s distraction that something was on his mind. It would have been out of place for him to comment on it, so he’d dutifully continued the study with Narsim, hoping that the latter would eventually reveal what was on his mind. And then he said the terrible thing.

‘Kishore, you have learned all that I have to teach you.’

‘Sir?’

‘I mean… yes, I’ve read many more shastras and sutras than you have. But you can read them yourself.’

Kishore was at a loss. ‘But the meaning…’

Narsim waved an impatient hand. ‘You can understand well-enough, or even better, by yourself. We both know that.’

They were both quiet for a time, Narsim struggling for the words to make easy what he knew he had to do, and Kishore for the words to explain that he did not want to understand anything without Narsim beside him. It was a most difficult position they were in, for a real and deep affection had grown between teacher and student, and all the while the façade of indifference had been maintained.

Narsim spoke at last. ‘I have to go away, by myself. There is someone I must see… and you’ve learned all that you needed to learn from me. You now have all that you need to make your own progress.’

At last he met Kishore’s gaze, and smiled hesitantly. ‘You know, Kishore, you can go much further than I have. You have a special talent, a Gift even.’

‘Sir, what about the work? Your writing? I know you haven’t finished it.’ They both knew by now that there never had been any writing Narsim had really needed. But Kishore exaggerated the importance of this work, arguing for its continuation, and they both ignored the pleading tone in his voice. Narsim had at first a faraway look in his eyes, but as Kishore spoke, his gaze softened, and he said

‘All right Kishore. There’s a way.’

Those last three words elevated the conversation to a frightening level, for they had at last acknowledged that they were both struggling against fate, against a future that would separate them.

‘You must return here tomorrow before sun-down. If your foot passes the threshold while there’s still light, we can continue.’

Kishore had looked into his eyes, and had seen that this option had come at some great expense within Narsim. Then, a bird cried out, and the spell was broken.

Feigning annoyance, Kishore had said ‘You know I’m always on time.’ And they had continued with the work. And so Kishore haunted the streets of the residential area to reach the ashram well before the sun set.

The book he’s writing will make him quite famous, won’t it. Some priests and even monks will fuss and complain about writing in Hindi rather Sanskrit, but that’s about the only out of jealousy. The truth is, a simple explanation of those shastras in common Hindi is long overdue. It’s no wonder he has to live alone, in his own ashram. How else can you write such an important work. And when…

The man vaulted casually out of the upper story window, as if it were a perfectly normal way of exiting a dwelling. He was of medium height and build, but his sharp, alert gaze was not that of an innocent resident. The eyes arrested Kishore, willing him to stand still even as he walked straight up to him. He grabbed Kishore’s hand, and his hand was as rough and cold as a rock.

‘Don’t be scared now. This’ll be over soon’s we make it to the next street.’ Kishore saw the dagger he held under his jacket, just as the man had intended him to see it. ‘Just shut your mouth and walk with me nice and easy. We’re father and son, begging from door to door. Hell, we might even do it for laughs.’

They walked an agonizing fifty metres, turned into the next street, heading toward the outskirts. The streets were getting rougher, the houses meaner. At last, the man shoved him into an alley.

‘OK. You were fine. Here’s something for your trouble.’ The man pressed coins into his hand and pulled the dagger out from under his jacket. He began flipping it end over end, catching it with studied casualness while regarding Kishore curiously. Kishore looked at the coins in his hand and his eyes widened. ‘There’s plenty more where that came from, boy.’

Kishore stiffened, wanting to throw the coins in his face, but knew he did not have the will power. ‘What were you doing there anyway? Wandering the streets like that.’

‘That’s no concern of yours!’

‘Take it easy boy. Is that any way to speak with speak to your elders?’ The man grinned widely, and Kishore couldn’t help but laugh at how ridiculous it was.

‘Here’s the thing. The street’s mine. That’s just the way of it. The way you look, there’s just one reason a boy like you’d be on a street like that. So I don’t want to see you there again. Understand?’

Without replying, Kishore turned his back on the man and walked toward the street, his head held high. The dagger crashed into the ground just between his feet, and Kishore froze.

‘I asked you a question.’ There was a rasp of metal, and Kishore turned to see that the man had a second dagger in hand. ‘Just pick another street.’

‘I’m not a thief. You got nothing to worry about from me’

The man laughed briefly. ‘I’m not a thief either. I’m what-you-call-it. A liberator. I’m a soldier. Yeah, that’s right. A fighter. And guess who I’m fighting for?’
Part 2.  The Forging of Two Empires
Chapter 1.  The Second Staircase
[Maya realises that Shikar has used her to secure his becoming the Rajah. She is now suicidal.]

They watched from the corners of their eyes when Maya stumbled her way out of the court. Some coughed violently, screaming their laughter inside. And no-one saw the ancient priest scramble to his feet, hurrying after her. The sari slipped from her hair, and he was unprepared for the blankness in her eyes. Her gaze was sightless, her limbs moving like blocks of wood. Her lips were twitching without sound and she was a broken doll. He followed her across the streets, through the night, not daring to speak. At length she paused. Her head drew back, and sightless eyes gauged the building. It was high enough.

Narsim saw he had little time. Stepping around her till he stood between her and the open doorway, he said ‘Lady –‘. But his voice was cracking, and she was looking straight through him, patiently waiting for him to get out of her way. It would make no difference he saw. He was too old to follow her much farther now. It would be here or nowhere. He stepped closer, past the barriers of her perfume, into her personal space, letting the stink of his unwashed clothes and matted hair waft to her nostrils. There was the barest flicker in her eyes, but it was not enough. Narsim knew he had to cross the barriers. Reaching out his hand, he grasped her roughly by the shoulder. ‘Lady!’ he shouted.

Her recoil was immediate. ‘Wha - ?’ she rasped. ‘Lady, please… I’m a Brahmin… please… something to eat…’ Her eyelids fluttered and something stirred behind the void. He muttered on, exhausted, the words nonsense now. At last, she moved, stumbling, half-falling. ‘Stay away… get away from…’ Then her eyes focussed and life energy rushed into her. ‘How dare you touch me!’ she said in a clear voice. She was back in the real world now, but still not out of danger. He moved in closer, muttering still, begging, pleading, goading her anger, firing her pride.

At last he saw her back straighten and her eyes narrow. ‘Filthy priests!’ she hissed. ‘You’ll get nothing from me! So leave me alone!’ Her words were angry, and he let them wash over him, inwardly sighing with relief. Her pride was asserting itself. At length, she ran out of words, contemptuously turning her back on him. For just a heartbeat, she lifted her head, regarding the upper floor of the building. Then, with a snort of disgust, she spun on her heel and stepped firmly through the night.

Narsim wanted to shout with happiness. But he half leaned, half fell against a wall, the effort having drained him. Finally, the panting subsided, his heartbeat returned to normal, and he chuckled quietly to himself. ‘Silly old fool’ he told himself ‘Why did you do that? You almost killed yourself. Oh, but it was worth it. Was it really? Now she has even more anger and pride. What happened tonight was a result of her pride. Yes, perhaps, but at some times, in some special people, pride is justified. What is the point of a beautiful woman, if not to be proud, and to reach for more? At one point, I might have said: “He is always there to help us. When we grow proud, His Grace brings a fall.” But sometimes, just sometimes, the fall is a little too far.’

He pushed himself upright, and shuffled to the middle of the deserted street. Maya was almost out of view now, already nearing the distant gateway. ‘I picked you up, but you’re not the same. No Maya, there’s a purpose and a firmness in your step. You were so light and free, content just to be. Oh, pretty lady, you’ll never dance again. You’ll remember the steps, and you’ll move your limbs. But it won’t be the spark that moves you. It was always the spark we watched, whether you danced or walked or just sat still.  But there’s intention in your step now. Your back is too straight, your gaze is too level. Oh Maya, you tried, and in the trying you lost something we treasure so very much.’

He watched her growing smaller in the distance. She was striding south. To the countryside beyond.

[Which is significant, because that is where Kishore, who is now something of a leader in the resistance, is now stationed.]
Chapter 2.  Exodus

[The present Rajah has just realised that Shikar has been plotting to overthrow him all along.]

Shikar was sprawled comfortably in a pile of deep cushions and he did not rise when the Rajah entered. ‘I know what you’re trying to do!’ The Rajah’s voice was harsh.

‘Trying? I’m afraid, mighty Rajah, it’s already done.’

‘There are papers, evidence of my lineage…’

‘Come now, Rajah. You’re not going to difficult about this, are you?’

Shikar’s negligence made Santana pause. He had expected denials, outrage, argument. Anything but this casual dismissal. He gazed about the room, the carpets still so thick underfoot, the heavy silk drapes still splashing the walls with colour. But they no longer gave him pleasure. He didn’t know what to do with his hands, or even where to stand. Carefully, he gauged the distance to Shikar’s throat.

‘I’d wouldn’t let my thoughts stray either. Might be dangerous.’ Shikar’s voice was gentle, and a chill ran up Santana’s spine. Shikar hadn’t moved so much as a muscle, but there was a subtle difference now. He was still sprawled on the cushions. But he saw how ready Shikar was. Santana was suddenly sure that Shikar would uncoil himself in one fluid movement, becoming a streak of energy, a very lethal streak. His shoulders slumped in defeat. What the hell are you, Shikar Vlatha, he asked himself for the thousandth time.

‘Something we should both keep in mind, great Rajah. I’m only taking back what belongs to me. By birthright.’

The danger had passed and Shikar’s tone was conciliatory, friendly even.

‘I’m sure you’ll be as gracious in defeat as you are in victory.’

Santana searched his mind, longing for something to say, something devasting, something to save face. All he could manage was to keep his back straight and the tremour out of his knees as he stepped to the door. But then he paused, and turned back to Shikar.

‘Shikar, you’re a fool. You sacrificed your queen, and you only won a castle.’ Santana’s gaze swept the room for the last time, and he was gone. Shikar chuckled softly to himself. I’d hardly call Maya a queen, you know. Peasants can be pawns, not queens. Not unless they reach the edge of the board, and I reached there first.
Chapter 3.  Flashback

[Flashbacks from Shikar’s early life… explains his unusual abilities and his dark edges]

It was not the stillness of her beauty which frightened him, nor was it the self-possession with which she carried herself. The mystique of her past, shrouded in the subtle wrongness of ritual sacrifice and frenzied worship, did not terrify him as it should have. Even at the early age, he was conscious of her quiet power, yet fascinated rather than repelled by it. But he was disturbed by her lack of hesitation in its use. He sensed in her a casual disregard for any will but her own; a disrespect for any wish that might be in conflict with hers.

She commenced her nocturnal visits when he was just twelve years old. Shikar took it for granted that his mother, who lay asleep in the neighbouring tent, would step out of her body, discarding it as easily as one would an over-garment. It would not enter his head to question that she could pass unseen the guards at his tent flap, nor that she could step straight through the rough thick hides of his tent as a man might plunge through a soft rainfall. And she would begin the sequence.

Her ethereal hand would plunge straight through his body and grasp the base of his spine. Her power would begin its cool, steady flow, and to his terror, he would feel the immediate response from the origin of his spine; as if some energetic centre lay hidden there and strove desperately to burst free. He sensed that if this power were given free reign, it would tear him apart as it raced from coccyx to brain, searing his nerves and destroying his mind. The sheer magnitude of her power would then manifest itself as she held his life-energy in check, preventing just such a movement. Allowing only a tiny fraction of the energy to seep up his spine, she guided it, soothing away the tensions and energetic blockages in its path.

The flow simultaneously energised and immobilised him, for she had twisted and shaped it, making it supplicant to her instruction rather than his. Night after night, she repeated the sequence. Over time, she increased the flow, but in such a way that Shikar detected its increase only after two months. However, the flow was only the first part of the sequence. When the flow had reached his brain, her other hand pressed against his brow, and he felt the opening. It was as if his mind was an infinity of compartments, each bursting with shape and colour, and he supposed these were his memories and potential thoughts. There was impropriety in her presence there, but he was powerless to prevent it. He was aware on a certain level that a great many of the cupboards were being emptied, and that she was re-structuring their arrangement. Most of all, she was placing her own shapes and colours in some of these compartments, and this is what lead to Shikar’s eventual rebellion.

The third step in the sequence consisted of shaping the energy flow such that it was guided back to the base of the spine. But the route was not the same; she chose a convolution such that the energy passed through every joint in his body, and traced intricate patterns in his hands and feet. It was as if a stronger, more complex path were being constructed between his brain and the rest of his body. He knew it was this third phase which gave him physical dexterity and strength beyond the norm of a child, and it manifested at odd moments during his lonely days. In addition, he realised that his perceptive power was increasing. When moving about the camp and watching the soldiers drill, he was assaulted by a faint bubbling of voices, half-broken impressions and fading images that did not come through his eyes or ears.

He never even considered the possibility of speaking with her about the sequence. In the cold clear light of day, the impressions of the night are mere dreams. Besides which, Sadhika was did not inspire openness and direct question. And so on the surface, Shikar and Sadhika had no relation beyond the traditional one between mother and son, even between themselves.

She spoke but once to Shikar each day, and that to inform him of his activity. She would direct him to serve with Kishore Bengali, the camp’s Vaishnava priest, or with Sudhir Arjuna, the army’s strategist. The priest amused Shikar, for he was a bumbling dotard who was twised by many desires. They were not the usual desires for physical comfort but rather the ambitions for a reformist…

Sudhir Arjuna fascinated him. The crude little man would talk with animation, hands twisting his beard in excitement and tension. He sketched broad mental pictures of enemy placement, and various techniques he had devised in crushing them. Many of his techniques had proven their value in the army’s long campaign, but it was not the man’s brilliance which drew Shikar. Rather, it was the underlying cruelty in the man’s makeup. It was with a special vicousness and glee that he devised his strategies. He spoke of the effects on the enemy at length, painting pictures of their sufferings in far greater detail than was necessary to popularise his latest theory. His animation and tension aroused Shikar’s imagination and although he was conscious that his interest was not pure, he did not possess the will to prevent his morbid fascination.

The sense of the danger which surrounded this unstable man was transmitting itself with increasing strength, but Shikar did not comprehend the extent of his madness until one dark day. The pair were crossing a river which coursed powerfully beneath a flimsy bridge, when an odd thought entered Shikar’s head. He wondered what it would be to fall into the river, the powerful current sucking him under and dashing him against the treacherous boulders lying in wait. With a flicker of irritation, he tossed the thought aside, believing it to be the reflection of a hidden cowardice or effeminate fancy. Within seconds, the thought returned with doubled fury. It came with an additional detail: he imagined a small tense hand shoving roughly just before the fall. He imagined the security of an alibi, for Sudhir did not know how to swim, and no-one could blame him for doing nothing but watch as Shikar died. By the quality of the thought, Shikar knew it to be what was in Sudhir’s heart. At last, he understood Sudhir’s  hidden desire not merely to advise the army by way of the chieftain, but to command it with his own voice.

And yet Shikar crossed the bridge without changing his pace. He enjoyed the danger that surrounded him; the sensation of fear that gnawed at him. He exulted in the temptation he presented and the exhilaration of reaching the far bank in safety. So when their inspection of the fortifications were complete, it was Shikar who strode rapidly to the bridge, ensuring that he would take the lead once more, revelling in Sudhir’s frustration and desperation.
Chapter 4.  People of the Sky
[Shikar’s attack on the people who worship the eagle-gods]

Chapter 5.  Consortium

[Shikar’s political marriage… the woman does, however, care of him out of duty]

She turned to face him, and there was a sorrowful wonderment in her expression. ‘How did this happen to you Shikar?’ Her voice was very soft. ‘It was she. Your mother. She did something to you.’

Shikar did not bat an eyelid. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

She did not seem to hear him. ‘She made you what you are now. Somehow, that witch worked her magic on you... she made you… something more than human, didn’t she? The Kin Vlata… even drunken sudras speak of it in jest… about how the Vlata-kin wish to sit beside the Gods.’ Her eyes focussed on him. ‘And you are the proof of that effort.’

She saw the eyes grinding into her, the awful Will Force that hung like a heavy thick mist over him, and she shuddered. 

‘Woman, you put too much faith in village superstitions.’

She held his gaze, searching desperately for a way in. But he was walled away, deep behind layers of a light that was so brilliant that it cut you when you gazed on it for too long. And in that moment, she caught a faint impression of the man that was her husband. What she saw chilled her, and she seized his arms, speaking urgently.

‘Shikar, don’t you see what she’s done to you?! Yes, she pushed you forward, made you more than human, but it’s not right! She forced you so far toward the Godhead that you can’t reach it by yourself! She’s pushed you to a place you have no right to be!’

For an instant, he was naked, the brilliance unsteady and flickering wildly in his eyes. Then, he blinked, and the innocence was gone. ‘I have no idea what you are talking about. You are wasting my time. I have to go.’

He turned and walked away. Her voice was harsh and angry. ‘All right Shikar! Keep your stolen godhead! Surrender to her! Give in to the Will of a dead woman!’
Part 3. The Churning

Chapter 1.  Return of the Old Lion

[A very old man reaches the new city. He rests for a time on the periphery, watching the activity. It is Narsim. Someone recognizes him]

Chapter 2.  Through New Eyes

[Maya and Kishore finally fall in love and have a true union. The sadness is that this comes on the night just before the war.]

Chapter 3.  The Burning

[Kishore’s city is destroyed utterly. Kishore dies.]
Chapter 4.  The Third Staircase

[Maya reaches the third staircase. This time there is no going back. But she goes forth joyfully, knowing that this time, it is right. Narsim is there. He understands that she must do this.]

Epilogue

[Remainder of the book

Kishore and Maya marry, but the marriage is a sham – she has no respect for him, since he is still a little boy at heart. She is using him to have her revenge on Shikar. Shikar has been very active politically; apparently, being Rajah of Kiara is not enough, and he begins to wage war on some neighbouring Kingdoms to gain more power. For this reason, the resistance is allowed to grow quietly. This new civilization begins to do quite well, but something strange happens – the caste system re-emerges, in a subtle form. It is my attempt to show that the caste system is unavaoidable in any organised society, even the most advanced democracy… perhaps, especially there. Kishore must come to grips with all these problems. With his deep intelligence, the civilization begins to flourish – which is unwise, since war-hungry Shikar grows interested, and must move to stamp them out. It is a drawn out affair, but the upshot is that both men are too intelligent and gifted for an easy solution to offer itself. Maya finally has her deep union with Mother Laxmi, and finally understands divine beauty. She and Kishore finally unite properly. But it is too late - Shikar uses brute force to destroy the new civilization. Kishore is killed. Maya and the women of the palace walk over the palace balcony to fall down a cliff rather than be violated by the victorious army. I am trying here to popularise a fact of India’s history. It is true that at a certain, a group of royal women committed suicide under the same circumstances. Narsim, ironically, is still around, the strange force that gave him future sight still sustaining him, even though he is now truly decrepit. Maya tells him that she realises what he did all those years ago when Shikar betrayed her and she was suicidal. But now, she chooses death in full peace and honour, and Narsim cannot prevent her death this time.

Only the Sri-Aurobindo type survives. He is in utter despair at the defeat. He is filled with remorse at having started a movement that has brought so much death and destruction. In the last scene, we see that he plans to live his life in utter misery. Then he sees a group of children in Shikar’s city playing together. They are play-acting the war between Shikar and Kishore. All the boys are fighting to play the part of Kishore. Excitedly, he begins to question the city people. He discovers that deep down, they are ashamed at having won over Kishore. He realises that in truth, they have won. They have won a larger victory than they asked for. They were fighting for democracy of the low-born of Kiara, but he realises that because of the destruction they experienced, the idea of democracy is going to travel far beyond the borders of Kiara. In the deep recesses of people’s hearts, the caste system has already been overthrown, and it is only a matter of time before democracy is established. End. PS: It must be emphasized that this idea of democracy must be associated with spiritual liberation; the overthrow of the caste system is only my analogy for the overthrow of man’s ignorance. I have no political interest as such.]

� A stringed instrument


� Drums made by stretching hide over a hollowed calabash. Struck by the hand.
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