Prologue: The Fallen King

The young man was too afraid to move, and he did not even try to sink closer to the ground, into a less exposed position. Nearby, the whistle of an arrow ended in a dull thud, and he flinched. He would have to move soon, he realized. He had long since given up trying to understand which side had the upper hand, and did not really believe that even the generals and commanders in chief themselves knew. He thought only of escape, and it did not enter his head to judge himself as cowardly or dishonorable.

It was a full seven minutes before what he was looking for appeared. It came in the form of an armored war-elephant that trumpeted its rage. To that trunk was attached a large leaden weight that swayed dangerously. The vicious tusks were sheathed in iron, and they cut a bloody swath as the elephant waded into the army. This latest monstrosity was exactly the distraction the man had been hoping for, and he crawled backward as fast as he could, heedless of the rippling of the tall grass he was causing. But no-one noticed, and he almost sobbed with relief as he rounded a gentle hillock and found he was out of the line of sight of the battle. Only in the far distance could he see smoke rising from the Pandava encampment, but it was remote enough that he threw off his armor piece by piece as he made his way downhill.

Now if he had continued in this way, he would have found the river. And on following the river eastward, he would have come to a river-boat. He would not have had the resources to pay the boatman, but the boatman there was sufficiently friendly to sketch the positions of alms-houses and ashrams en-route to his village. And after a month’s travel, he would have arrived home in reasonably good condition.

But he did not continue downhill. Instead, he turned immediately to the right, thinking to make his way to the exact opposite end of the hillock from where the battle was  concentrated. He also rather liked that there were many more trees on that side of the hill. 

He was not a trained tracker, and could be excused for not noticing the signs of nearby human activity. And so he stumbled directly into the arms of the fully armored soldier who, upon hearing the racket the man was raising as he threw off the last remnants of his armor, had quietly slipped behind a tree.

The man yelped his surprise, and, in confusion rather than bravery, sprang forward instead of back. The unexpected movement made the soldier lose his balance, and, in the usual way that these accidents tend to multiply, managed to strike his head against the tree hard enough that he was knocked out while falling to the ground. But there the man’s luck ran out. As he rolled away from the soldier, he came within the grasp of a second man lying on the ground.

A steely arm shot out, and the skill and authority with which the grip was applied terrified the man into submission. ‘Steady now. Be still.’ 

The man twisted his head around and saw the white hair and beard. And then he saw the bed of arrows. ‘So, you recognize me, do you?’

The man made no reply.

‘I’m going to release you now. And I command you not to run.’

Slowly, the man stood, keeping his eyes fixed on the elder lying on the bed of arrows. He knew he was in presence of a demi-god, and he had no idea what he should do or say. The soldier nearby groaned and sat up. The elder, never taking his eyes off the man, barked, ‘Back to your station! Go!’

The concern in the soldier’s voice was apparent, and almost pathetically he pleaded ‘But sire…’

‘Leave us! And inform your relief that we are not to be disturbed. Go now.’

The man’s heart was hammering in his chest. What does this king want from me? Surely the guard could have penalized me for my desertion?

‘Look at me.’

The man flinched and forced himself to look into the elder’s eyes. The gaze was piercing, and he felt himself shrinking. He saw himself through the king’s eyes, and was ashamed of his peasant features. But to his surprise, the gaze softened, and the king said ‘Yes. You’ll do. You were exactly what I was looking for, even though I myself didn’t know what I wanted. You are just right.’

The elder settled himself more comfortably, and ordered the man to seat himself in his view. 

‘I need you to play a part for me. I need you to be a blind king, and I will be Sanjaya, your charioteer.’ But the elder saw the lack of comprehension in the man’s eyes, so he expanded:

‘In a palace far from here, the blind king Dritrashtra listens to his charioteer Sanjaya. Sri Krishna has granted Sanjaya the ability to ‘see’ the battle with his inner eye, and in this way, Dritrashtra is kept informed of the progress of his sons.’ 
The elder’s eyes blazed fiercely, and the aura of power that still pervaded the broken body was awful. 
‘They know nothing! They know none of it! A hundred years, a thousand years from now, they will tell the story of how this war came to pass. And the ones who do the telling will know nothing, and all their patient explanations will be lies, and they themselves will believe them.’

‘When my grandson’s arrows entered my body and I fell to the ground, I was content. When they wove for me this bed of arrows, so befitting my life of war, I was so proud, I almost died a second death. And as I lay here, the thought gnawed at me, until it became a festering wound. For I realized that the story of this war would be obscured by its own glamour. There are too many heroes, too many beautiful princesses. How could the story of a man, a man who was old the day he was born, how could his story have any importance?’

He glanced over at the deserter, and saw that his words were of a standard far beyond his limited world, and he adjusted.

‘But here you are! Fallen into my lap, practically. Yes, my young friend. I am Bhishma, 

godfather of the Pandavas and the Kauravas, king of a broken land, the cause of the war you were fleeing. I will tell you the story of how this all came to pass, and I will tell it to you as I myself saw it.’

Chapter 1. Birth of a Demi God

The stallion’s hooves drummed a tattoo on the stony path, and the rider clutched the mane awkwardly with one hand, and the bundle with the other. The horse had not been the fastest one available, but its stamina was unquestionable, and that was the deciding factor. The skills of the rider would have to make up for the rest. Giving the mane a sudden jerk and jamming a hard knee into the horse’s side, the rider forced the horse sharply left. The fire arrow smashed harmlessly into the ground. ‘How dare they!’ the rider muttered.

The hood fell back, and her hair spilled out wildly. She forced the horse to put on an extra burst of speed, and the arrows became soft rattles as they ate the dirt behind, gradually fading to nothing. But she did not relax, for the mounted archers were not the fastest among her pursuers. The mounted swordsmen were not much better, with their heavy armor. No, her real enemies were the mounted scouts, wearing light bamboo armor and unencumbered by heavy weapons. Useless in war, they were ideal in this type of pursuit.

She was weary from her efforts to escape by horseback, and even if she escaped, the task ahead of her was not one she was looking forward to. With a deliberate effort, she pushed those thoughts to the back of her mind, and focused on the river. It wasn’t far off. 

The horse whinnied wildly as the stone struck its side. She saw that the scouts had taken the long road around, and were about to cut her off. One was reloading his sling, the other whirling his about his head. Her eyes narrowed, and she concentrated on the stone. The sling blurred, and he released the stone very accurately. But as she concentrated on it, the stone changed, its grey color going clear, and the scout knew he had been cheated. The stone was now a large drop of water, and it dissipated harmlessly.

As she charged by them, she heard the first scout yelling out instructions. 

‘The slings are useless! Just cut her off! Cut her off!’

The thrumming of hooves farther up the bank told her there were at least another four horsemen, and they were set to pass her by before charging down the bank, outflanking her, cutting off escape. Trusting her knees to control the horse, she raised one hand, palm facing the bank, as if in benediction. A huge section practically exploded as some underground spring burst forth, the waters thundering behind her, an entire section of the bank collapsing. The wild, panicked whinnying of the horses and the angry shouts of the men faded, and she knew the scouts would follow no more.

She saw the chasm racing toward her, its mouth yawning. She gathered the bundle closer to her, and concentrated fiercely on the path. God, let me be fast enough she thought. The horse nickered in fright, but she applied her one free hard with an iron will. He did not slow. The wild exhilaration of the jump made her nerves sing out, and she felt cleansed as they thundered across to the other side. The shock of their landing joggled the bundle, and a shriek issued from it. The baby was squealing its delight at the sense of movement. ‘Hush child. We’ll soon be there. We’ll soon be home.’ she whispered.

The stallion was exhausted, and she allowed it to canter. The roar of the river was inviting, but if anything, she slowed even further. There’s no telling what trickery might lie ahead. They know my pattern. Someone might be waiting. She slid down from the stallion and made her way through the trees on foot, still carrying the baby, toward the river bank. As she walked, she petted the child, but it sensed her anxiety and waved its arms and legs restlessly. For some long moments, she stood behind a tree, near the river bank, reaching out with her senses. But the turbulent energy of the river upset her perception, and she could not tell whether anyone was in wait or not. It’s too late for them to stop me anyway, she thought grimly. Let me do this quickly. It’s too late. She steeled herself, stripped the cloth from the baby, and strode purposefully toward the river bank.

Standing on a rock at the edge, she raised the baby high in the air, and ordered her tears to wait until the baby was dead.

‘Ganga no!’ his strangled cry was pitiful, and she was sorry that he was there to see it. 
He had guessed wrongly, she realized. He was waiting on the wrong side of the river. He couldn’t stop her by the force of his arms, and she did not look across the river at him. The pebbles at her feet jumped suddenly, and she looked down in wonder. The arrow that had crashed into the ground at her feet was still quivering. She looked across at him, more in surprise than in anger. A second arrow was already notched and ready. The tears were streaming from his eyes, but there was a firmness there too. 
‘I’ll can’t allow it Ganga. I won’t allow you to murder another one of my children. Our children.’

She spoke slowly, as if to fool. ‘Santanu, you forget your promise to me. The one condition under which I married you…’

‘Yes! I remember! And I accepted it! And I still honour it!’

She eyes widened with terror. ‘No Santanu! You don’t…’

‘Ganga! I accepted your condition. “If you marry me, you can never question my actions. Question me but once, and I will be lost to you.” All right then. I question you. I demand to have this child as my heir.’ His lips trembled. ‘I release you from our marriage.’

The baby was in her arms now, and the deep sadness tore at her. Listlessly, she spoke. ‘You don’t know what you’re… why I…’

‘Then tell me!’ She had never heard this anger in his voice before, and she realized that the only way the child might have a chance was if she told him the truth.

‘We fell in love long before you saw me on the banks of this river, Santanu.’ 
The arrow was still ready, and she saw that his request was just to stall her, so that the soldiers would reach her in time. He still did not realize how the promise bound her, and that, as it stood, the child would live anyway. Unless she could convince him otherwise. She gestured toward the river. 
‘You know, Santanu, I am not named after this river. The river is named after me. I am its Goddess.’ She took a deep breath. ‘We fell in love in the heavens, on a plane of existence much subtler than this one.’ She spoke of their brief happiness, and the anger of the deities, for she was a goddess belonging to a plane far above the physical, and he was destined for an earthly birth. She could hear the soldiers in the distance, and still she spoke. She spoke of his birth into the noble family, and of her own coming to earth. And of the terrible curse, the awful bargain, that made their earthly union possible.

‘The deities swore that we would give birth to the eight cursed Vasus. By slaying them on the banks of this river, I released them from their curse, the suffering of an earthly bondage. But the curse is not erased, not yet. It  accumulated… concentrated… and now I have this terrible karma here, in my arms, embodied in this innocent Vasu. If he lives on this Earth, his suffering will be enormous. The miseries he will face would crush any man.’ She shuddered. ‘But he will not be a man. He will be… something in between… a demi-god… and that will be the joy of it, and the hurt of it. You see, it would be all right if he were crushed. But this one… this one is too strong. He will carry all that pain and suffering inside of him, and…’ She choked then, the tears spilling out, her shoulders racking with sobs. ‘Please Santanu… please…’

She raised the child once more, and this time he did not cry out.

‘These waters can wash off the sins, and he will be freed from a life of pain.’

He stared across at them, undecided. And if the sunshine had not broken through the clouds, she would have completed what she’d come here to do. But the sunshine did break through, the child did reach for it delightedly, and the joyful chuckling did issue from his throat, and she knew she had lost. Glowing like gold, waving its arms and legs, it was not a child that was destined for misery, that much was obvious to Santanu.

‘Ganga. Put the child down. Go away, and never come back.’

‘Santanu - ’

‘I said-put him on the ground, and walk away. Just walk away!’

She sighed tiredly. ‘Alright then. When the time is right, I’ll bring him to you.’

The waters of the river began to boil furiously. A soft bluish glow seemed to issue from within. Absently, she caressed the child. 
‘He has so much to do. So much pain ahead of him. I have to prepare him.’

‘PUT-THE-BOY-DOWN!’

‘I’ll bring him back when he’s ready.’ 

‘GANGA!’

She leaped into the river in the same instant that he released the arrow. He told himself that he’d missed, and never once admitted what he’d really seen. The instant that her foot had touched the water, she and the child had gone clear, like water-wraiths, and the arrow had passed harmlessly through her body. He plunged into the river and cast about furiously, but the bodies were never recovered. Because there were none to recover.

The soldiers burst through at last, but they were too late. And they stood dumbly, not knowing where to stand or what do, ashamed to look upon their weeping king. An old general with skin like leather ordered them to search for the stallion that had wandered off, and they knew they wouldn’t find her with the horse. But it gave him time for the awful racking sobs to subside. And he was never quite the same king again.

Bhishma was silent for some moments, and the soldier wondered if he had fallen asleep. Then he spoke.
‘I remember the sensation of the water over my body… if I had, indeed, a body then. For she had dissolved me, taken the elements of which the body was made, and separated them. It was the only way she could take me with her to the heavens. A kind of tunnel formed in the water, and we were speeding through it. It was the most beautiful thing you ever did see… a tunnel, but made of water. I stretched my hand out to it, seeking to caress the infinite smoothness and coolness, but at that stage, my arm (if I had one) was too short to reach it.’

‘The tunnel became blue, a deep dark blue, so bright in its blueness. It’s a contradiction, I know. And after some time, I realized that the blueness was not a color, but a sound… I know it doesn’t sound very sensible, but that’s the only way I know to describe it. The tunnel had changed from water into sound, and our bodies were made of sound, and our thoughts were made of sound and all our energy was just sound. And finally, the blueness exploded, and we came to the end of the tunnel.

Sharadh chuckled deeply. ‘Now this is my sphere of choice.’ It was the eleventh time he’d said that today, and realizing this only made the chuckle deepen. He rounded the corner and had to speed up to keep his quarry in view. The crowd was more refined in this section, the people moving with greater purpose, their clothing of a more expensive cut.
‘Just like on Earth… the riff-raff is closer to the docks’ Sharadh thought. He dodged through the crowd, breaking into a trot. This isn’t going to be easy, he realized. He would have to call for assistance, and the hope of capturing the quarry by himself evaporated.

On Earth, Sharadh had been the gate-keeper at the great library in the ashram of Sage Ahalwar. A rival ashram had set fire to this library, but Ahalwar, the ashramites and Sharadh himself had been clear of the library when the blaze started. The ashramites were furious, beating their chests with frustration, bewailing the loss of their precious texts. For the first time in his life, Sharadh had felt a surge of heroism that he could not quell. He’d leapt into the flames, tearing through the library as fast as his feet would carry him. He’d soon found what he was looking for: a set of five volumes that he had always admired, and he snatched these up. 

Picking his way through, he’d managed to again reach the exit passage, but it was blocked by a wall of flame. Ahalwar and the ashramites were just beyond this wall, still weeping and wailing, and he’d tried desperately to attract their attention. In their preoccupation, they’d failed to notice him, and, at last, he’d simply thrown the volumes across, striking Ahalwar in his ample belly. But the ashramites’ began dancing and singing praises to the gods, taking the appearance of the volumes as a miracle. They still did not notice him, and Sharadh ground his teeth in frustration. He turned and fled back into the library, desperately seeking a way out. He never found one.

And so it was that he achieved a place in the fourth sphere of heaven, a special place reserved for him as a defender of wisdom and learning. 

It was a disaster. Sharadh showed no aptitude for ‘defending wisdom and learning’, at least not in way of that particular sphere of heaven. With great diplomacy, it was suggested to Sharadh that he might be more interested in watching over the arrivals to that sphere. But it was dull work. On this refined sphere, most arrivals were quite familiar with the cycle of birth and death, and accepted their appearance there as a matter of course.

That he would find the lower spheres more interesting was inevitable. He enjoyed the drama that attended every new arrival to the seventh sphere; expressions of confusion, fear, wonder and even anger. As he spent more time on that level, the inhabitants came to accept him as belonging there; his occasional visits to the fourth he took pains to hide, and his new friends forgot that he’d ever descended to their sphere from a much brighter one.

This new arrival puzzled Sharadh immensely. It was a woman clad in robes, appearing without the benefit of the Attendants, with the hood of the robe drawn low over her face. She was carrying a bundle, and as he followed her, he realized that she was carrying it as if it were a child. When she/they’d appeared, the portal platform had flared for an instant, as if the astral energies had experienced a sudden increase before stabilizing.

When a Herder made his way to her side, the woman had held up her hand, as if in benediction, and the man’s face had gone absolutely clear and expressionless, and he walked away as if in a dream. Sharadh had been ambling toward her himself, but this put him on his guard, and he was careful to maintain a large gap between himself and the woman as he now followed.

He saw that she was relaxing as she put more distance between herself and the portal platform. Her back was becoming straighter, the line of her shoulders was no longer so angular, and she was slowing. She stopped briefly at the entrance to a garden, and adjusted her burden before going on, and a little hand revealed itself from inside the bundle.

Sharadh went cold. He followed a short while further, confirming what his senses were telling him. That hand was dense, much denser than astral matter. The hand was a physical hand.

Sharadh’s mind was reeling. A human! In a physical form; the actual body, here, in the heavens! He had heard of this happening but once before, and that was only as a story in one of the scriptures. How was it even possible…

Suddenly, he realized where she was going. If she’s what I think she is, I have not the power to stop her, he thought. He planted his feet firmly, took a deep breath in, and, pointing, he roared at the top of his voice ‘HUMAN!!!’

Without hesitation, without even turning her head, she fled like a ghost.

She can’t go faster than that! Sharadh realized. The baby… it must take all her strength to carry him on this plane! Why, to concentrate her astral body to the point where she can carry the physical child… it must be draining all her strength. Three foot soldiers overtook Sharadh and began gaining on her. A guard was drumming an alert, and Sharadh could hear the shouts of more soldiers in the distance. There’s no hope for her, he realized.

He saw her flee into a garden, and he followed, climbing the gates to squat atop a pillar, to see what she would do. She made her way to the garden’s centre, near a large pond, and she knelt. Her hands moved quickly, blurring as they tied the baby securely into the bundle, and she laid him down at the foot of the pond. She was preparing to make her stand.

She flung back the hood, and Sharadh gasped at her beauty. Her eyes were shut, and a frown of concentration creased her brow. The waters of the pond leaped violently, as if the unseen hand of a giant were stirring it. And the water took on a form.

The first form was a clearly a man of average height, his body clear, for he was made entirely of water. He stepped out of the pond as if he had only been sleeping within it, and he came around to stand at her side. Then another man formed, and yet another, and another still. Finally, ten men stood beside her, their bodies shimmering as ripples formed with their movements.

The guards had halted, stunned by what they saw. Their leader growled ‘Hold fast!’ and glared at their eagerness to charge. ‘Fools! I wouldn’t give a rat’s tail for our chances against her! We’ll wait for the guard from a higher sphere!’

And they held their positions, surrounding her but keeping a safe distance. Her shoulders slumped, and Sharadh wanted to crawl into the ground for my role in her capture.

The air shimmered, and a peculiar rumbling sound was heard. Someone from a far higher sphere was coming, Sharadh realized, not by the use of a portal, but by gathering astral material from this plane and shaping it. It was a more difficult feat than the creation of the water soldiers, for it required a powerful awareness to shape material over great distances and to operate it.

The form was gathering quickly, much more quickly than even the most skillful Shaper could create one, and Sharadh climbed down from his post rapidly. Whoever it was deserved respect, and Sharadh was determined not to be caught gazing upon him like a monkey in a tree.

The form was now well-defined, and the guards began falling to the ground, prostrating reverently. Sharadh made his way forward, straining to see who it was. The form spoke in a gentle voice.

‘Oh Ganga. Dear Ganga, what have you done?’

‘I think you can see that for yourself!’

The soldiers whimpered at her tone.

‘There are laws, Ganga. Even a Goddess of the first sphere must obey them. You know this.’

She sighed deeply. ‘Yes… yes…’ Her head fell forward as if in despair, but something in her stance made Sharadh stay on alert.

The form half-turned and spoke ‘A time and a place for everything, ne’, daughter?’

‘Keep your laws to yourself, trident-bearer!’ she cried, and she waved her hands in an intricate pattern. The ten water-wraiths rushed toward the form, coalescing as they did so, a dangerously turbulent energy.

But the form waved a lazy arm, and the water disintegrated, losing its shape and falling to the ground. 

‘Oh Ganga… why must you always try to break my head?’ a deep, compassionate chuckling came from the form, and Sharadh at last saw the blue throat. ‘My Lord’ he whispered. ‘It is you! But it is not you… yes… this only a remote form… a vague suggestion of your true body… but I thank you…’

Ganga spoke. ‘I suppose I am to be punished now.’

‘You have broken a law, and you must pay the price. Nothing can change that. But also, Ganga, you are a mother now. I understand you… you acted as a mother would.’

‘So he has to go back then?’

‘There are things this one must do in the world of men.’

‘Can’t he stay here with me… even for a little while?’

His smile was radiant and he replied very slowly ‘Why of course Ganga! He is here to receive his education! For what other reason have I permitted you to come so far?!’

The man prodded aimlessly at the logs in the heap with his stick. The fire was really not necessary, for the night was warm. There was no threat from local wildlife, since seven guards were stationed within calling distance. Still, it gave the man something to do while he waited for the elder lying on the ground to awaken. He had tried to sleep, but he was still too disturbed by what he had heard.

‘Restless are we?’

‘I’m sorry, Sire. Did I wake you?’

Bhishma broke into a laugh that disintegrated into a hacking cough.

‘Why do you call me “Sire”?! I never “Sired” anything in my whole life!’

He laughed again at his own joke, and the man shifted uncomfortably. Suddenly, Bhishma’s eyes focused sharply on the man. ‘That reminds me… I still don’t know your name! Tell me, what do they call you?’

‘I’m from a village to the southwest of Mithila, my father’s name…’ 
Bhishma waved an impatient hand.

‘No no no! What do they call you?’

The man shrugged. ‘Raju’

Bhishma nodded. ‘And tell me, what were you doing there “to the south-west of Mithila”, Raju?’

‘I kept records… notes… of transactions in the village.’

Bhishma’s eyes narrowed with interest. ‘Is that right?’

The man realized the mistake he had made, and hastened to elaborate. ‘Just numbers… I recorded just numbers. I didn’t even have to check whether they added up. I’m not a writer. I can read and write, but I can’t… you know… write.’

Bhishma smiled. ‘Relax Raju. I don’t want you to write my life story.’

‘Then why…’

‘Why am I telling you my life story? Because, Raju, because. Because, first of all, you showed the good sense to run away from a pointless war that’s going to eat up both kingdoms. Because I can see that you don’t believe half of what I tell you.’ He held up his palm to forestall Raju’s negation. ‘And because I don’t want anyone else to know how it really was. 

‘I do have a need for one person to know. But more than that… no.’

‘What difference does it make… whether or not one person knows?’

‘It does make a difference, to me, anyway.’

‘And why should I be the one to listen to it at all?’

Bhishma gestured in a wide circle, indicating the soldiers. ‘Because I’m still king, and you have to obey me.’

Raju snorted in disgust at the flippant reply. ‘But if you think I don’t even believe your story, how can it help?!’

‘Why, that’s just what makes it interesting! The added challenge of convincing you, I mean.’

Raju was silent for a time. ‘You won’t convince me.’

‘Won’t I? Isn’t the sight before your eyes proof enough? Here I am, a thousand arrows sticking out of my body. I look like some kind of fool bird! And yet, I speak and reason with you. And I don’t mind saying, I still speak and reason better than you!’ And Bhishma chuckled.

Raju frowned in annoyance. ‘That’s not what I mean… I don’t think it’s what I mean…’ Bhishma waited patiently, allowing him the time to form his thoughts. ‘I mean, I don’t believe in this… this great purpose. This idea that there’s something behind all this… that there’s a reason, and all that. That, I don’t believe.’

‘What does that have to do with anything?’

‘Everything! This whole war! You! Your life, the Pandavas’ lives, Duryodhan, Krishna… everything. There’s supposed to be this great reason and purpose behind it all. But I don’t believe it.’

‘And when did I try to convince you that there was one?!’

‘That’s what your story-telling was leading to, wasn’t it?’

‘Hmm… not on purpose… but you have a point, I think.’

‘You’ll sound just like my wife…’ Bhishma roared his laughter. He clutched his sides in agony, but still he laughed, and when it subsided, still the chuckles shook his frame. ‘Of all the insults I’ve ever been offered…’ The laughter threatened again, and he tried to speak sternly. ‘Listen, you really have to stop making me laugh like this.’ He gestured toward the arrows. ‘So you don’t believe in Krishna then?’

Raju frowned. ‘I think I do… but I don’t really know… I’ve heard the stories, about what happened in Vrindhaven… and all the rest of it… but I’ve never seen anything for myself… if you know what I mean.’

‘Haven’t seen anything? What does that mean?’

‘Well, once, I passed close by Krishna. He rode by my troop, on a horse. I didn’t really get a good look at him. All other times, he was quite far away, usually in discussion with those Pandavas.’ Raju sighed. ‘I’m from a small village. Nothing much happens there. We don’t really see asuras or devas around there.’

‘Do you like it there?’

Without hesitation, Raju replied. ‘Yes. I really do.’

‘And why do I sound like your wife?’

‘All that stuff about “it was meant to be” and “there’s a purpose behind it all”. You believe all that, and your life story is going to be about all that.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘You’re Bhishma. Everyone knows you’re Krishna’s devotee. You life revolved… revolves… around him.’

Bhishma was suddenly tired. ‘Let’s cut through all the talk. You don’t believe, because something bad happened. You blamed God for it, and so now you don’t believe.’

‘It wasn’t so much me, personally. My life hasn’t been that bad. But other people… some things that happen, you just can’t believe there’s a reason for. The things that happen to good people...’ He saw Bhishma wanted to say something, but he overrode him. ‘I’ve heard all the arguments, about being tested, or going through karma, and all the rest of it. But still, some things just don’t make sense, and they don’t add up to anything that can be called progress... I don’t think I can explain it just yet.’

Bhishma began to say something, but still Raju spoke on. ‘You know, whether or not you are a God or Krishna is a God… that still doesn’t prove anything. I mean, you could still be Gods… but that doesn’t mean there’s any “great plan” behind my life… or yours, for that matter. Or even Krishna’s.’ At last he looked up. ‘I’ve offended you, and I’m sorry for that.’

‘Do you really think you are the first person to ask these questions… or that you’ll be the last?’

‘My point is, maybe everyone should be asking these questions! But stories like yours, these stories, they make people have faith, and put all their hopes and dreams into something that might not be true! They live useless, pathetic lives when they could do so much better, all because of lies that people like you keep spreading. And THAT, I have a problem with!’

Raju’s eyes were wide with the fear at what he had just said, but Bhishma saw also that he did not regret having said it. He deliberately gentled his tone and willed Raju to calm down. ‘What I meant, Raju, was that it was I, also, who once asked these questions.’

‘And I suppose you want to tell me the answers.’

‘No, Raju. I still don’t know the answer to your question!’

‘What?’

‘Oh, I believe that there is a powerful destiny that is shaping my life, and the lives of the others who play the lead roles in this drama.’ Bhishma gestured vaguely in the direction of Kurukshetra. ‘But I don’t know if it’s always that way, Raju. I really don’t know.’

Raju sighed. ‘If you of all people don’t know, then nobody knows.’

‘Oh, I think there is one who knows, but you will not like to know who!’ And they both smiled. ‘But Raju, what I meant to say was: It’s not the answer that matters, but the question – don’t look like that, it’s not philosophy -  the asking of this question lead me to understand… something…’

‘What?’

‘You have to find that something by yourself.’

‘More philosophy!’

‘Don’t be foolish, Raju. You have, in your own exciteable way, posed a question. Now have the courtesy to shut your mouth, and to listen for the answer!’

‘But you said…’

‘I said listen for the answer. I’m going to tell you the story of my life. Hidden within this story, you will find the answer that I found. Or, you will shut your ears, curse you luck at having to be here, and not absorb a thing. You have to sit here anyway; what you get out of it, that’s for you to decide.’

Raju stared sullenly into the fire. ‘Alright… I… alright. I’m listening. You were talking about your mother… how she fought against Lord Shiva, for you to remain with her, in the heavens.’

‘Yes. In truth, it was not just her wish; it was pre-ordained that I receive my education there. But my goodness, how prepared she was to fight! Even Lord Shiva himself… even against him, she would have given battle… was trying to give battle, as I explained.’ A thoughtful look came into his eyes. ‘You know, we soldiers decorate ourselves for heroism… for strength… for… sometimes, for knowing against whom to lose the battle. But the love of a mother? My god, if I could put even the tiniest part of the mother’s love into a few of my soldiers, I could raise an army that would…’ Bhishma fell silent for a time.

‘So Ganga got what she wanted. She must have been happy then.’

‘Oh, she smiled and laughed with the others. But no, she was never happy. Always, always, she grieved. She was so sad inside, because she was grieving for me…’

A frown creased his brow, and Bhishma shook his head slightly. ‘I think she saw the course of my life to come… and just as you humans grieve for losing a life, she was grieving the life I was to live. When she should have enjoyed our time together, my brief period of heavenly education, there she was, consumed already over the misery that was to be my life. She knew that her child, the little Devavratta, was being educated only for the day when he was to become the terrible Bhisma, and she was a part of this process, and she was powerless to prevent it.’

Chapter 2. The Earthly Student

Brihaspati rounded the gentle hillock and made his way to the footpath. The climate was perfect, as it always was. The flowers that studded the manicured hedges at the path’s edges wafted their perfumes on a balmy breeze. The sight of the rich, deep green of the hillocks filled him with tranquility, and he sighed at the beauty.

‘Oh, I have seen it so many times, but still, it never fails to move me.’  Then, in a gentle sadness: ‘I only wish you could appreciate it. But you are so young… and your mind is in the steel of the sword, in the shaft of an arrow! My little Devavratta, I believe that my lessons rather bore you!’

Brihaspati, the great Teacher, gazed with affection on his quarry. Devavratta was moving stealthily on the path, stopping every now and then to peer through infrequent gaps in the hedges. Once, he drew back from such a break with a jerk, as if afraid of being seen, but still totally unaware that Brihaspati was close behind him.

‘They’re long gone, Devavratta’ Brihaspati said. Devavratta jerked violently and spun around. ‘Guruji!’ he blurted. Putting his palms together, he bowed quickly. And stepped aside, squirming against the hedges, making himself as small as possible that Brihaspati might pass.

But Brihaspati stopped and smiled at the young boy. ‘Why don’t you join your friends, Vratta?’ he asked kindly. And his heart tore as he saw the open conflict in the boy’s face. The immediate desire to blurt out the truth: that he was afraid of putting a damper on their games, that because he, Devavratta, was still in his human body, many things were not possible for him, and that, out of politeness, only dull games would have been played if he’d been there. The guilt for the lie he was about to speak flashed in his eyes and he said ‘No… I wanted to see the training… I was going…’

‘Yes, I was going there myself. Come, you can give me company!’ Devavratta gulped nervously, tried not to show his aversion for such close contact with the teacher, and failed. Brihaspati laughed easily and strode on. He heard the patter of Devavratta’s feet a respectful distance behind him, and slowed his pace carefully so as not to tire the boy.

‘Did you enjoy today’s lessons, Vratta?’ Brihaspati asked.

‘H… ha, Guruji!’

‘Really? Which part in particular?’

Devavratta racked his brain, and fortunately managed to dreg up something he’d remembered from that morning. ‘The one about the receiving of gifts… from neutral kingdoms, Guruji’ he said at last.

‘Yes… that’s an important lesson to remember. You know, Vratta, you can start a war over not knowing how to receive a gift.’

‘Ha, Guruji!’

‘The martial arts have their place… but a wise ruler does not seek battle over trifling matters.’

‘Ha, Guruji!’ But Brihaspati heard the undertone of doubt, and he again smiled at it. He knew how the training of Bhargava, Lord of the Martial Arts, had captivated the young boys of the school. In a short time, their academic studies would progress to the point where they would be permitted to commence their martial training.

‘Umm… Guruji? I have to stop here… I’m not allowed any closer.’

‘Oh! Of course… actually, we are allowed to go around, to the top of that hillock… the view is much clearer from there.’

With a sigh of resignation, Devavratta followed the old teacher up the hill. They reached the crest and looked down to the other side. Three hundred paces away, in a slight depression, five young men with quivers slung over their shoulders were arrayed with their backs to the two observers. Four hundred paces away from them, a wooden board with various markings and coloured flags. The board was deeply pitted from the bites of a thousand previous arrowheads.

Devavratta looked about in disappointment. Bhargava was nowhere to be seen. ‘Don’t worry’ whispered Brihaspati ‘I am told that he’ll soon be here!’ 
It became clear that the young men were also waiting for him; their occasional attempts at letting fly an arrow at the board were not serious. It was some time before Bhargava appeared. 

He was a seasoned warrior, his face cracked and weathered with strong lines, his hair tied in the military top-knot. He was only slightly taller than a man of average height, and his musculature was not pronounced. But he flowed along the ground like a ghost, his movements swift and easy, hands moving like twin blurs as he gave instruction. The eyes were everywhere, constantly seeking and evaluating, calculating. At one point, a student’s sword swept too suddenly for his opponent, and Devavratta gasped at the speed with which Bhargava was at their side, the sword somehow flung away, bouncing harmlessly through the grass.

At length, Bhargava handed the class over to a senior student and made his way to their hillock. He nodded a greeting to Bhrihaspathi’s smile. ‘What’s this?’ he growled, jerking his head toward Devavratta.

‘This?!’ Brihaspathi chuckled. ‘This will be one of your students very soon! His name is Devavratta.’

‘Boy.’ Bhargava nodded.

‘Greetings, Master.’ Devavratta folded his palms and bowed very deeply, his heart beating nicely. He kept his eyes lowered, feeling the piercing stare on his face.

‘You are permitted to observe the training more closely, from the first boundary.’ Bhargava gestured.

‘Thank you, Master.’ Bhargava bit back a smile at the enormity of the effort the boy had to make in not racing immediately down to the wooden posts.

‘And what brings you to my corner of heaven, old friend?’

‘Perhaps I want to enroll.’

‘Ha! That will be the day. He’s the human child, isn’t he?’ Bhargava jerked his head toward Devavratta, who was making his way down-hill.

‘Yes. I wanted to talk to you about him. He was coming to watch the training by co-incidence.’

Bhargava grunted.

Brihaspati went on. ‘Apparently, the boy has some role to fulfill back on earth. There’s not much you can teach him in his present form. But you must find a way to prepare him.’

‘Orders from above?’

‘Yes’

‘There are ways. Next?’

‘Next? Next, I hear your personal studies have taken a more introspective turn.’

Bhargava let his annoyance show. ‘That is no concern of yours. I was tasked with the protection of a group of teachers. They extracted a promise for me to continue some studies that I started just to humour them. I needed to rid myself of the constant irritation of their requests that I join their studies.’

‘You’ve developed a liking for philosophy, Bhargava?’

How shall I answer you, Brihaspati? he wondered. Indeed, you wear robes of the scholarly cut, your beard has the right tone of grey to it, and your stance is fashionably well-stooped. And yes, my one sword is grasped forever in the cracked and leathery claw I call a hand, a bow fixed over my scarred shoulders and the fire of the revenge I still want is burning in my eyes. 

But in truth, Brihaspati, I know something of philosophy too. I have known the joy of killing, the blood-lust, the pulse of life that throbs along my blade as I take another life. And I have seen the hatred in the eyes of the widows I have made. I learned how to smile, how to march at the head of every victory parade, and I have learned how to hide my tiredness. And I am tired. I am tired of the adoration of the little ones that race after my chariot, hoping for a glimpse of me. I am weary of the hopeful, sidelong glances of the daughters and wives of the cities my kings command. And for the devotion of my most brilliant students, I feel only a vague contempt.

He glanced toward the training ground, and saw two students in mock combat. They were well-trained, their stances flowing from one classical pose to the next. Their fists blurred, their feet ghosting along the ground, attack meeting counter-attack. He wondered for the thousandth time what it would be like if the race of warriors were destroyed, and for the thousandth time, the answer came back to him. The race of warriors will never cease to be, for the desires of men and gods will never cease to be. Where there is desire, there is need for force. And where force is needed, the warrior class will sprout and flourish. And for the thousandth time, the implication struck him: My life’s dedication is not a real thing. All that I stood for was only the by-product of the lowest part of men and gods – desire.

At last he replied. ‘No, Briha. I could never touch you in philosophy.’

His companion made the appropriate protestations, and he vaguely heard himself giving the corresponding insistences. He thought about the boy, Devavratta. Brihaspati only humors him, out of pity.

But the boy really does have patrician eyes. And good clean lines in his face. It’s those lines that tell me, time and again, whether a man will be a warrior or a coward or a priest. His body is weak, but make no mistake. That one is going to be strong. The lines never lie.

Why do I feel this uneasiness? I have no pity inside of me. I do not regret the killings. War is war, and killing is killing. The weak will sob their hearts out, but what is the purpose of this life, if not to give it in battle, to die with the war-cry on your lips, a cold blade in your hands and your hot blood spilling out along the arrow shaft in your guts?

Am I too old? When war comes again, as it always does, will I be permitted a place in battle? Or have I stupidly made myself too useful, showing these children how to hold a knife? Bhargava shivered. I can’t die on a bed, with white in my hair. I just can’t.

