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PROLOGUE


Ashoka trudged on aimlessly, his senses deadened. From a deep corner of his mind, a voice was telling him that his throat was parched. His mouth felt like he had swallowed the embers from a raging fire. The voice inside his head pleaded to be heard while there was still life within him. But the voice could not break through the haze of agony that enveloped him. At last, when he dropped down to his knees in sheer fatigue, the wailing within his mind became audible; it occurred to him that he hadn’t had even a sip of water in the past several horas.


He looked around, not really knowing what it was that he was searching for. There were only ominous shadows whose presence in his path was ubiquitous. He racked his brains to recollect why he was here. But all explanations eluded him. It was an eerie feeling to be walking aimlessly. In the past, there had always been a purpose to his actions.


Ashoka looked up towards the sky, hoping it would offer him a clue. Even the sky is heartless today, he reflected bitterly.


Is it morning already? he wondered as he saw specks of light seeping through the thick foliage of giant trees. His warrior instincts never deserted him. They were always there, even if only at a subconscious level.


He tried to moisten his mouth with his own saliva. But his tongue felt leathery inside the dry cavity. The feeling of thirst seemed to overpower every other sensation all at once.


Water! I need water, he thought desperately as the voice within his head turned into a scream of agony. His warrior instincts told him a shutdown was imminent. Systematically and surely, all his bodily functions would soon stop. The blood flowing through his veins had already slowed down, as had his heartbeat.


A thorny shrub jabbed his arms. But he scarcely noticed. His legs felt as if he were dragging an elephant tied to a rope behind him. Finally, darkness descended like a dark cloak, enveloping him within its fold.
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Ashoka spat the dirt out of his mouth as he used the last vestiges of his strength to drag himself up from the ground. With an explosion of extraordinary willpower, he walked ahead one step at a time.


As a sudden blaze of bright light struck from overhead, Ashoka covered his eyes involuntarily. The forest was behind him now. His survival instincts surfaced as he heard the gentle ripple of water somewhere close by. The inviting vision of fresh water spurred him on.


The water was hidden from sight by a pile of large rocks. Gritting his teeth, he forced himself to climb over their craggy surface. As he reached the top, he felt the hot rays of the sun falling on his back more cruelly than ever before. It must be well past noon, he considered, squinting his eyes.


Yes! He sighed in relief as the pristine waters of the stream gushed before his eyes. Ashoka rolled rather than climbed down the rocks. Summoning all his strength, he ran towards the water. Lying down on his stomach, he dunked his head in the icy cold stream taking in huge gulps of water.


His thirst now quenched, he became aware of a reflection in the water. But it was not his own image that he saw mirrored there. It was her! She was laughing at him, jesting with him like she always did. Her hair blew across her beautiful face and he could see her lovely forehead, with her favourite red bindi in the centre. For an inexplicable reason, Ashoka’s eyes were drawn to the scarlet coloured bindi that seemed to glow unnaturally. And then, before his very eyes, the scarlet dot on her forehead started to grow bigger…and bigger. The image stopped laughing, as if aware that the time for jesting was over. As Ashoka looked on horrified, the scarlet dot in the center of her forehead burst and ripples of blood spread over the surface of the water.


‘No…no!’ Ashoka screamed. This can’t be! He raged in frustration as he frantically plunged his hands into the water to hold the woman’s face. But her face had been completely obliterated by the wave of scarlet floating on the surface. Ashoka pulled his hands out of the water – they were red… with her blood.


‘No!’ he screamed again as he slumped to the ground.




1


The chautha prahar of the day had just commenced. But the unseasonal storm raging over the Mauryan kingdom cast a pall of darkness on the city.


As if in defiance of the dark and dreary exterior, the palace was brightly lit. The torches adorning the walls lent the rooms a warm golden glow. The multi-storeyed royal building was made of the finest wood, and the walls, polished to perfection, shone in a dull gold hue.


Inside, in a private discussion hall, Bindusara was conducting a meeting with Senapati Ajaya and Mahamantri Radheya. This was a 20-pillared room – a smaller version of the 100-pillared hall used for public court proceedings. The carvings on the walls captured the stately life led by the royal family.


In sharp contrast to the elaborate surroundings, Bindusara, the great emperor of the Mauryan empire, was dressed simply. His jet-black, well-oiled hair fell flat on his forehead, the long spiked ends almost touching his shoulders. His uttariya was a plain piece of linen, flung casually across his broad shoulders. The thin muslin of the antariya, the garment covering the lower part of his body, barely concealed his athletic legs. The only embellishment that gave away his status was the ruby-inlaid kantha, a flat, short necklace that he wore on his otherwise bare chest.


He scratched his chin thoughtfully. ‘I think it is time we expanded the empire in the south.’ The reflection of the flames of a lamp danced in his small brown eyes as he observed the reactions of his mahamantri and senapati.


Mahamantri Radheya exchanged a quick look with Senapati Ajaya. The Mauryan forces had not waged a war in several years. It hadn’t been necessary. The two men wondered what had happened to warrant a war now.


‘Sometimes it is necessary to wage war in order to maintain peace,’ Bindusara said quietly. Radheya and Ajaya were used to Bindusara’s cryptic statements – more often than not, the emperor left it to them to figure out the meaning of his words.


It took the young and pleasant-faced Radheya a couple of kashtas to realize what Bindusara meant. He nodded slowly. ‘Yes, it is time.’


Bindusara reclined on the silk cushions, knowing he could depend on his astute mahamantri. Radheya looked in his direction, seeking permission to speak. Bindusara nodded.


‘The old Raja Mahajan of Mahishur is no more. His twin sons Kavin and Aagney are fighting for the throne. Young blood is frequently like an astra fired aimlessly, causing more damage than good. It is imperative that we take Mahishur under the Mauryan empire before their dispute spreads to other nations and finally lands at our doorstep. Today, the two may be fighting for Mahishur. But tomorrow…who has seen tomorrow? They may set eyes on our border states,’ said Radheya.


Ajaya nodded in agreement. Sitting ramrod straight – the posture of a man who had spent his entire adult life fighting battles for his country – he ran his fingers over his peppery hair, his expression thoughtful. Now in his mid-forties, he still had the vigour of a man half his age.


‘Our spies tell us that Mahishur’s senapati and their chief minister are in favour of Aagney as the new king,’ Radheya added as an afterthought.


Ajaya finally spoke. ‘We have had a long era of peace. Intense training, however, has ensured that our soldiers have not grown lazy. We are ready for war. The rift between the brothers will work in our favour. We can propose to make Kavin the governor of Mahishur, provided he helps us gain control of the city.’


Bindusara did not comment immediately. He shot a glance at Radheya, who looked pensive. ‘What’s on your mind?’ Bindusara asked the mahamantri.


‘I think that a person who can betray his own brother can betray you too, Raje. I would never be comfortable backing such a person as the governor.’


‘What you say is true,’ admitted Ajaya. ‘But this is the easiest way to win the war against Mahishur. We can make Kavin the governor but keep him under surveillance until we are assured of his loyalty.’


Radheya nodded silently, still unconvinced.


Senapati Ajaya took Radheya’s silence as acquiescence and continued. ‘Mahishur has a large army. To meet the might of their forces, we will need to take a significant chunk of our army with us.’ He turned towards Bindusara. ‘And we will need to leave a large enough force here, in order to quell any rebellion in your absence.’


‘What do our spies tell us about Mahishur?’ Bindusara asked in his resonant voice.


‘Mahishur is incredibly well protected,’ replied Ajaya. ‘I will go over the details and share the strategy with you shortly.’


‘Very well,’ conceded Bindusara who usually listened to his close aides before taking a decision. ‘We will meet after seven sunsets to discuss the details.’


The two men bowed and left the hall. Bindusara sat motionless, his face reflective as he examined Radheya’s viewpoint. He knew Radheya would always be true to the Mauryan empire. His loyalty was first to the empire and then to Bindusara. ‘The eternal giver’ was how Bindusara thought of him. Despite his youth and relative lack of experience, Radheya never shied away from expressing a point of view completely opposite to that of the emperor’s. That was what endeared him to Bindusara.
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The first rays of dawn lent the sky an orange hue. Bindusara effortlessly mounted his stallion and started at a canter. The early morning air invigorated him. Once in a while, he gave in to the luxury of riding where he pleased, without a destination in mind. Now, his alert eyes took in everything as he rode through the streets of his beloved Pataliputra. The capital of the Mauryan empire was a large fortified city that was virtually impregnable. A wide moat, 150 dandas in breadth, spanned the perimeter of the city, making it effectively impossible to breach security. The moat acted as a defensive measure against invasions, and also served as a sewage disposal mechanism for the city. The city had 570 towers, and a large number of soldiers were required to guard these, even during times of peace. There were four gates, dedicated to Yama, Indra, Kshatriya and Brahma. These gates were used for different purposes.


Bindusara galloped ahead, leaving his bodyguards covered in a cloud of dust as they tried in vain to keep the emperor in sight. The guards at the Kshatriya gate stepped aside to let him pass. The thick forest whizzed past and Bindusara soon chanced upon a clearing, on which he espied a small hut. An uncanny feeling compelled him to slow down. He caught sight of a figure just outside the hut, sitting under a banyan tree. It was a hermit – he sat cross-legged, deep in meditation.


In that moment Bindusara envied the hermit his aura of peace and serenity. He had a handsome countenance and appeared to Bindusara to be too young to lead such an austere life. What could possibly have prompted this young man to forsake the pleasures of youth? Bindusara wondered. Not wanting to disturb the ascetic, he turned his horse around and left abruptly.


Unknown to Bindusara, the hermit had sensed his presence long before he entered the clearing. Years of penance had sharpened the hermit’s awareness. As he now watched the king ride away, his mind inexplicably went back to a strange episode he had witnessed a few years ago, before he came to live in this forest clearing by the city.


He was then living alone in the forest with only wild animals for company. In a cave, not far from where the hermit stayed, a small pride of lions had made their home. The lions frequently crossed the hermit’s path, but strangely they never bothered him. The aura emanating from the hermit possibly let the beasts know they had nothing to fear from him. The pride comprised a large male lion and two lionesses. One of the lionesses had a cub. The cub appeared strong and intelligent, and it was apparent he would grow up into a strong and healthy adult. The hermit observed that the lion was exceedingly possessive and fond of the cub.


In time, the other lioness conceived too. When it was time to deliver, she came near the hermit’s clearing and quietly gave birth to a cub behind the privacy of the bushes. The hermit was the first human to lay eyes on this cub. He saw that the cub was a pitiful creature, with eyes tightly shut and limbs that looked lifeless. But he was breathing. This seemed to be enough for the lioness.


The hermit was amazed to see how gentle the lioness was with her weak cub. She seemed to feel that she and her cub were safe in the vicinity of the hermit’s dwelling. She had not yet taken the cub to meet the father. At the end of one week, the cub finally opened his eyes, and gently prodded by his mother, took his first steps. His gait was unsteady.


‘He will surely not survive for long…unless he has the will to do so,’ thought the hermit sadly. The lioness seemed to read the hermit’s mind and she now prodded the young cub more firmly. The cub took another few steps and then sat down, tired. He looked up at his mother, blinking in the harsh sun. They appeared to communicate without speaking. After several unsuccessful attempts, the cub made a stupendous effort to drag himself up, and walked around with a little more attitude.


The next sunset, the lioness took him to meet the father. The lion showed no interest in the cub. He rejected him outright and walked away. The older, healthier cub from the other lioness looked at his stepbrother with interest. The little one bore the scrutiny with ease. Finally, the older cub came nearer and knocked him down in a display of strength. The new-born cub appeared not to mind. He thought it was a game.


Fascinated, the hermit keenly observed the pride over the next year. He noticed that when food was scarce, the younger cub’s mother relinquished her share in favour of the little one, who rapidly flourished under her care. The lion never let the younger cub climb over him and play with his mane, and frequently yanked him away impatiently. The lioness, however, took the cub with her on hunts and soon he was steady enough.


The two cubs grew bigger and displayed fierce rivalry. They constantly challenged each other to races across the hills. The older cub always won by a wide margin and seemed to mock the younger one. The younger one seemed not to mind at all. The hermit noticed that the winning margin seemed to reduce each sunset. Then came the day when the hermit saw them scampering up the hill with the younger one surely and steadily gaining on the older one and finally taking the lead. The lion looked on, unmoving, at both his sons.


The hermit smiled as they disappeared across the horizon. That was the last he saw of them, for the very next sunset he moved to another place, in his incessant search for truth.


The ascetic shook his head, wondering why this memory had flashed unbidden into his mind at the sight of the emperor. But he knew they were linked somehow.


‘Time will tell…for time is the keeper of all secrets,’ he thought to himself and smiled.
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Seven sunsets had swiftly passed since Bindusara had called the meeting in his palace. Senapati Ajaya had given considerable thought to the strategy for war. Mahamantri Radheya and he now waited in the discussion hall for Bindusara. Ajaya glanced out at the palace gardens that boasted of 20 man-made pools harbouring exotic fishes. Flora from the world over found place in this haven of beauty and luxury.


It was late afternoon when the emperor joined them. He looked rested after his customary siesta. Bindusara gazed expectantly at them and finally focused his attention on Ajaya.


Taking the cue, Ajaya quickly shared his strategy. ‘We will require a quarter of our army for this war. This would mean taking along with us 200,000 pada soldiers, 15,000 turanga, 500 rathas and 2,000 war gaja. This force will suffice to rout the Mahishur army if we launch a direct attack. The fort of Mahishur is surrounded on all sides by the Chamundi forest which offers it natural protection. However, the same forest that protects them can also provide us cover for a stealthy attack.’


‘How long will it take us to march to the fort?’ inquired Bindusara.


‘Normally it shouldn’t take more than 35 sunsets.’ Ajaya considered his words before continuing. ‘However, weighed down with the non-fighting men such as cooks, cleaners and tent pitchers, not to mention their extra baggage, we will most likely make it there in 45 sunsets.’


Bindusara pondered this information, without responding.


‘I am hoping we can persuade Kavin to betray his twin in order to ascend to power,’ added Ajaya quietly.


‘The question is – what will we do with him even if he can be persuaded to betray his own brother. I continue to have serious reservations about letting him govern Mahishur,’ said Radheya in a grave tone.


‘Ah, Radheya. The best of people are swayed by the greed for power. We will have to live with such people on our rosters,’ said Bindusara.


Radheya wasn’t ready to give in. ‘I still do not recommend such an approach. If we can take the fort of Mahishur by the sheer strength of our army, why should we stoop to a compromise?’


Bindusara looked at Radheya fondly. ‘I will try to avoid any unnecessary settlement. But if the upside is too big to ignore, I might do it.’


Ajaya cleared his throat as he spread out the stitched-up palm leaves in front of him. His attention to detail was apparent in the way he had etched his plans in different colours of ink with copious notes and symbols.


‘I have two plans in mind. Plan prathma is as follows. Mahishur has two gates diametrically opposite each other.’ Bindusara and Mahamantri Radheya peered at the plan. Ajaya had labelled the gates as Uttara and Dakshin. ‘We also know that Mahishur is protected on all sides by the Chamundi forest. However, this works like a double-edged sword. We will camp close to the Uttara gate. Our forces will be split, with half of them travelling by night to reach the Dakshin gate. By dawn we will launch an attack simultaneously, on both sides. Of course, we will comb the forest to dig out their spies, before launching into the plan. This will ensure that their spy network is unable to give them an advance warning. The Mahishur force within the fort will not be able to track our movements as the same forest that protects them will also give us cover. Mahishur will be forced to divide their forces to defend themselves at both the gates. Our larger army will easily rout them.’


He took a deep breath and continued. ‘Plan dwitiya is an extension of the first plan. Half of our force will travel by night towards the Dakshin gate. This information will be deliberately fed to Mahishur through their spies. While they deploy a significant chunk of their force at the Dakshin gate, our forces will quickly backtrack and we will launch an attack of gargantuan proportions at the Uttara gate. It will be easy for us to enter the fort from this gate, and once inside we can easily rout the enemy.’


Bindusara was thoughtful. ‘Do we have any tribals in our army?’ he asked.


‘No. It is difficult to train…’ Ajaya started to reply before he was interrupted by the emperor.


‘Then recruit the tribals. Our army will require them for this mission,’ Bindusara said.


‘And…’ Senapati Ajaya asked hesitantly, expecting Bindusara to elaborate.


Just then a guard walked in. He waited deferentially for permission to speak.


‘Raje, Queen Subhadrangi’s chief aide requests an audience with you.’


Bindusara looked peeved at the interruption. Nevertheless, it was rare that anyone from his younger queen’s entourage sought his audience. In this case, however, he had an inkling about the reason behind the interruption.


‘Send her in,’ he ordered, his tone betraying his excitement.


A young, pleasant-faced woman entered the chambers demurely. It was Daya, Queen Subhadrangi’s chief aide and confidante. She bowed low to Bindusara before speaking. ‘Raje, the queen is at the threshold of her labour and will deliver any moment.’


For once, Bindusara did not bother to formally conclude a meeting. He all but rushed out of the room in his excitement, making it difficult for Daya to keep pace with his long strides.
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There was a hush about the palace on that fated day as Bindusara walked towards Subhadrangi’s chambers. Subhadrangi was in delirium. The midwife’s forehead was soaked in perspiration. It was a tough delivery. But the younger queen of Bindusara bore the pain with grace.


Bindusara waited in the outer chambers, till such time that the delivery was over. His thoughts went unbidden to the day when Subhadrangi’s father, a distinguished Brahmin, had asked for a private audience with him.


‘O Raje,’ the Brahmin told Bindusara, ‘it is my daughter Subhadrangi’s destiny to give birth to an emperor such as the world has not seen till now. I therefore offer her hand in marriage to you.’


The Raja of Magadha was amused but not convinced. The Brahmin was persuasive. ‘O Raje, my daughter embodies the sweetness of honey and the pristine beauty of the mountains. You would not be doing me a favour by marrying her.’


Bindusara’s curiosity was aroused. He asked to meet her.


‘My daughter is not an object that you can assess,’ retorted the Brahmin haughtily. ‘At the most I will allow you to see her reflection. Noon tomorrow is auspicious.’


Bindusara decided to keep the visit clandestine. The next day, accompanied by his most trusted spy, he walked the lively streets of Pataliputra to the Brahmin’s house. Dressed as commoners, they were indistinguishable from the rest of the crowd.


At the gate, Bindusara hesitated. He wondered whether he was making a fool of himself. ‘It’s too late to turn back now,’ he decided. He told his companion to wait outside and entered the Brahmin’s house with a sense of anticipation.


The Brahmin greeted the emperor formally. He beckoned to his wife to wash the emperor’s feet. After Bindusara was comfortably settled, kshira and vataka were served. Sensing Bindusara’s growing impatience, the Brahmin asked the emperor to take a walk in the garden. As the Brahmin had promised, a full-length polished slab made of iron ore was placed in a corner of the garden, reflecting the afternoon light in its full glory. As Bindusara’s eyes adjusted to the bright light, he grew conscious of a woman’s reflection. It was a lithe figure, almost fragile.


Bindusara’s breath caught in his throat. Nothing he had seen before had prepared him for the beauty of Subhadrangi. She stood uncertainly, wearing a simple cotton antariya around her waist. The decorative belt, mekhala, was replete with fresh flowers. A plain uttariya was draped modestly over her upper body. The only ornaments Subhadrangi wore were flower armlets. Her complexion was a mixture of earth and honey. Bindusara’s heart ached with desire at the sight of her doe-like light brown eyes and full lips.


He wanted to turn and look at Subhadrangi in flesh and blood, but decided against it, lest he offend the Brahmin. He spent a couple of minutes gazing at her and then turned to the father.


Bindusara told the Brahmin that the royal priest would meet him to fix an auspicious date. For a brief instant, it crossed his mind that his existing wife, Agramahisi Rakshita, would not be too happy about his marriage to Subhadrangi. He shrugged – he had ways of dealing with that.


Bindusara walked back to the palace, scarcely conscious of his aide walking silently by his side. This was one day when the emperor did not notice the streets of his beloved Pataliputra. His mind was elsewhere, in a garden with a woman he had barely met.
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The day Bindusara had waited for so desperately had finally arrived. The Brahmin had foretold that Subhadrangi was destined to give birth to an emperor even greater than he. Bindusara was impatient to look at the future ruler of his empire – the land that stretched from Magadha in the east to Takshashila in the west, with Ujjaini in the south.


Daya came running out. ‘It’s a boy!’ she shouted in excitement.


‘I know that. When can I hold him?’ Bindusara asked impatiently.


The pathetic cries of the newborn grew louder as the midwife emerged with a bundle wrapped in red velvet.


Bindusara stared at his son, speechless. The baby’s body seemed to be disproportionately tiny in comparison to the mass of thick brown curls on his head. He flailed his limbs in panic, as if missing the comfort of the womb he had just left. This ugly weakling cannot be destined to be a future emperor, Bindusara declared to himself with silent disappointment.


The baby suddenly became quiet, almost as if he understood the significance of the moment.


Bindusara abruptly turned around and left, his disgust showing. Daya saw him walking towards the far end of the long corridor. She knew he was headed to his Agramahisi Rakshita and their two-year-old son Susima.
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Subhadrangi had a visitor that evening. It was Jayaraman, the royal astrologer, who had come to bless the new prince as per custom. Subhadrangi had named him Ashoka. It meant ‘freedom from sorrow’. Those were the emotions she had felt when she held him for the first time. A freedom from sorrow, loneliness and endless empty sunsets.


Ashoka was handed over to Jayaraman. He blessed Subhadrangi first as she touched his feet. Then, studying the baby’s tiny palms, he observed him carefully. Jayaraman frowned as he made calculations based on the date and time of Ashoka’s birth. Jayaraman knew that in rare cases, very little could be predicted. This was the first case that had confounded him. His years of studying the shastra had been rendered useless.


‘A mix of blood and water,’ he said softly, staring at Subhadrangi. ‘Daughter, I see a destiny I cannot understand. His destiny is in his own hands. Make what you will of it.’


‘I don’t understand…what do you mean?’ His cryptic words made Subhadrangi anxious. Sensing this, he strove to lighten the mood. He did not want to explain to Subhadrangi that Ashoka’s stars foretold two paths. One was full of despair and bloodshed and the other a path of righteousness and virtue…or both.


‘Am I not going to be offered madhuparka? What shall I tell your father when he asks me about you? You should smile more often,’ he added, patting her head affectionately.


Jayaraman left soon after. His parting words rang in Subhadrangi’s ears. ‘Remember my child, it is not often that God gives a person the opportunity to shape someone’s destiny. You are the instrument he has chosen for Ashoka.’
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Rakshita surreptitiously peeped through the slits in the curtains of her chambers as Bindusara sparred with a huge opponent in his private arena in the palace. Perspiration flowed down his bare chest. A few drops trickled down his eyes, blurring his vision till he impatiently wiped them off. The queen stared at him, mesmerized. He was thrashing his much younger opponent, who seemed to be at the end of his final reserves of strength. In a final, desperate effort he attempted a powerful thrust at Bindusara’s chest. It was a classic move and it nearly worked. At the last moment, Bindusara deftly stepped aside, and without breaking his stride, he employed a complex manoeuvre to yank his opponent’s sword away. The young man’s sword clattered to the ground. Exhausted, he bowed to Bindusara and left the arena.


Bindusara gazed respectfully at his own sword. It had been given to him by his father; the great Chandragupta Maurya – founder of the Mauryan empire. The sword had a peacock carved on the hilt, and its blade shone with the intensity of the fire it had been hardened in. Bindusara adoringly touched the flat edge of the blade to his forehead. ‘One day, I will hand you to my successor,’ he murmured. Then, feeling someone’s gaze on him, he turned to look towards the palace.


Rakshita guiltily hid her face behind a pillar as though she had been caught in an act she was not supposed to indulge in. She sighed wistfully. Bindusara would be away for many ayanas. I will miss you, she thought.


Despite her great love for Bindusara, the seeds of bitterness forever lurked in a corner of her mind. He had married another woman and given her too the status of a queen. At times, the pain gnawed at her so much that she felt she was being consumed from within by an army of angry ants.
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Bindusara walked into Subhadrangi’s private chambers. Tomorrow, when the first rays of the sun caressed his beloved Pataliputra, the march would commence. He wanted to bid goodbye to his younger queen. Standing silently, he took in the scene that greeted him. Subhadrangi radiated a combination of child-like innocence and motherly warmth as she lounged on the large bed. Her arm was draped possessively over the baby. The infant was a picture of serenity – as though he knew he was well protected. Mother and son seemed complete in each other’s company.


Bindusara abruptly turned around and left. His departure was as unobtrusive as his entry had been.




2


War preparations had commenced. Most of Pataliputra seemed caught up in the arrangements. Mahamantri Radheya had taken on the task of managing the administration affairs of the kingdom in the emperor’s absence. Senapati Ajaya monitored everything with the eyes of a hawk, with the heads of various divisions – infantry, cavalry, war chariots, elephants, supplies, transport and so on, keeping him updated on the progress. Weapons were required and a large number of iron smiths had been hired. They worked through the day and the better part of the night, fashioning spears, swords and giant balls – the latter would prove deadly when propelled from catapults. Each soldier had to have a spare set of leather armour and arm bucklers. Leather workers were happy as the administration paid them handsomely. Large quantities of food, required for the journey, was being organized. Some non-perishable items such as pulses, wheat grain and rice would be carried at the start of the journey, with more being procured on the way.


War elephants were rigorously trained as they would play an important role in the event of a head-on combat. Horses were taken for obstacle course exercises every day. The wheels of the chariots were oiled for maximum speed. Special chariots like the rathamusala were built. The rathamusala had blades jutting out of the hub of the wheels and a wooden compartment where archers could hide and spew a shower of arrows. Soldiers, who in times of peace led an easy life, were speedily getting battle ready.
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The bherigosha, the war trumpet, sounded at dawn. Young Poulak jumped out of bed and bathed with water from the well behind his house. He was one of the marksmen trained to operate from the deadly rathamusala chariot. It was no small feat – he was the youngest to achieve this coveted position, at the age of thirteen. He said his prayers and went to bid goodbye to his widowed mother.


‘Mother, I have come for your blessings,’ he said, bowing to her.


‘Son, you will always have my blessings, wherever you may be. But is it necessary to serve Magadha in this manner?’ she looked at Poulak contemplatively. ‘You remind me of how your father was. He died serving this country. And what did we get in return?’ she snapped, her eyes flashing with suppressed anger.


‘We got a handsome pension, Mother,’ Poulak said a trifle impatiently. ‘A soldier’s destiny can lead him into the jaws of death. I accepted this fate the day I chose to be a Kshatriya.’


His mother heard in her son’s words the echo of his father’s voice before he had gone to his death. She sighed resignedly. ‘Go then. Do what you must!’


‘Not this way,’ Poulak said, smiling at her. He lifted her in his strong arms, giving her a giant hug. ‘Now I can go,’ he said softly, drinking in the sight of his mother one last time before he left for battle.
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The whole of Pataliputra was out on the streets to bid farewell to their brave soldiers. The cavalry were the first to emerge from the barracks. Most of the warriors had visited the royal priests at dawn to seek their blessings. The soldiers sat straight on their gleaming horses. All of them wore black turbans and had a red tilak on their foreheads, their leather armour fitting them like a second skin and securely fastened with bucklers. Each soldier’s saddle held both his spear and sword. The soldiers started at a slow trot and gradually picked up speed.


The cavalry was followed by the gaja. The elephants evoked a loud cheer from the onlookers. The massive beasts were in their war armour, their trunks covered with a metallic mesh. The mahouts held a short stick with a metal hooked end to guide the elephants.


Bindusara sat resplendent on one of the elephants. His special golden armour was almost blinding in the morning sunlight. Beneath the glitter of the gold it had interlocking iron, steel and leather of the best quality. Devoid of all ornaments except a large black diamond pin on the traditional turban, he looked majestic and fearsome at the same time. The thick turban concealed a metallic skull cap. The crowd roared as he came in sight. He waved back, smiling indulgently at them as though they were his children. In Bindusara’s absence from the city on ‘Lakshya Mahishur’, Radheya would be in charge of the administrative affairs.


Next in line were the chariots, who in turn were followed by the infantry. The foot soldiers were well built and in superb form after their rigorous training. The last to exit was a convoy laden with supplies. The bullock carts that made up the convoy moved slowly and were accompanied by civilian helpers.


The 200,000 soldiers marched in perfect formation. The leader of each contingent had a map that let them know where they should halt at the end of the sunset. By dusk, they reached the outskirts of a village, and set up camp.
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By the second day, the mammoth Mauryan army had picked up it’s pace. They passed through numerous villages and jungles. The Mauryan empire was vast. However, Bindusara’s governance had ensured the construction of proper roads so that mobility was never an impediment. After the signal was given to stop at the end of the seventh sunset, Bindusara instructed Ajaya and the rest of his commanders to plan a sunset’s training exercise for the soldiers. The halt would rejuvenate the soldiers after the relentless march and this place offered a vast stretch of open ground that was perfect for training for various manoeuvres.


After a quick bath, the emperor went on a round to inspect the exercises. At the archery section, he was happy to observe that majority of the arrows were well-nigh at the centre of the target. Bindusara’s attention was drawn to an archer who was being urged by his companions to shoot his arrow blindfolded. The target was a mango high up on a tree which was at a considerable distance. It looked like an impossible task, even to Bindusara. He looked on expectantly as the young soldier calmly took aim. With practised ease, he let loose his arrow. The arrow barely grazed the mango, and for a second, Bindusara thought the soldier had missed his mark. In the next instant, the mango fell to the ground, accompanied by a loud cheer from the other soldiers. The young man whipped off his blindfold and smiled at his companions, blushing slightly at their uninhibited praise.


‘What is that soldier’s name?’ Bindusara asked the nayaka overseeing the exercise.


‘Poulak, Raje. He is part of the rathamusala team.’


Bindusara nodded approvingly and rode away.


On the way back to his tent, he took a detour to the gaja section. Agni, his personal war elephant, trumpeted loyally when it spotted its master. The mahout in charge of Agni tapped it softly to quieten the elephant. Agni angrily shook its head and stood up on its hind legs. The mahout flicked it again, harder this time. Bindusara who knew Agni’s nature well, dismounted and walked up to it.


‘Hush, calm down, young one. Nobody understands you as well as I do. We are a team, you and I,’ crooned Bindusara. This seemed to soothe the elephant. Bindusara caressed its trunk briefly before bidding it goodbye.


The break had been good for the soldiers. They were in high spirits and ready for another round of marching. It was another 10 sunsets before they finally halted near a lake to set up camp. In any other circumstance, it would have been a long unforgiving march for the soldiers. This was difficult. Bindusara expected Mahishur to know about his arrival. He knew his show of nonchalance would strike terror in their hearts. Everyone, including the beasts, had a well-deserved wash. The soldiers shared an easy camaraderie, and those amongst them who were good singers sang until late at night, entertaining their companions.


After the long halt, the Maurayan army resumed its march towards Mahishur. Finally, they reached the famous Chamundi forest – the jungle that offered natural protection to the city of Mahishur. It was dusk by the time they had settled down. Ajaya had already sent his spies to comb the forest for any lookouts from Mahishur, as they were now barely six horas walking distance from the main city. The spies would report early next morning with their findings. There was no singing that night. The easy banter was a thing of the past with all the men keyed up for the impending battle.


The camp has retired early tonight, Ajaya noted with satisfaction. The sentries patrolled the camp with synchronized frequency.


Ajaya was up at the first light of dawn, awaiting the return of his spies. He was joined in his tent by Balki, his first commander. Within a few minutes, two of the spies entered. They shook their heads in response to Ajaya’s questioning look. ‘Not a soul, sir. We didn’t come across any lookout from Mahishur.’


Within the next hora, the rest of the spies returned. Twenty-nine of them had been sent to scout for enemy lookouts. None of them had seen anyone.


‘It’s unnatural that none of our spies bumped into any “friends”,’ Balki commented thoughtfully. One of the spies spoke, ‘Sir, it is as if they don’t care that we are preparing to attack them. The forest is completely devoid of Mahishur men.’


‘I think it is a planned strategy to throw us off track,’ volunteered another spy.


‘Anything of consequence?’ prodded Balki. He was met with total silence.


‘Hmm…go and get some rest,’ Balki said gently, dismissing the spies.


Balki and Ajaya exchanged puzzled looks. ‘I think Mahishur is playing some game we have not fathomed yet. It is impossible that our spies did not spot a single Mahishur soldier in the forest, so close to the city,’ Balki murmured with a frown.


‘Unless it has been done by design!’ Ajaya said softly. ‘The question is why they would do this…’ He spoke as if to himself. It did not help that Bindusara had not disclosed which plan of attack he preferred. Nebulous situations always irked him. He shook his head. ‘Let us wait and see. In the meantime, send another group of spies to see if they can spot any action.’


Balki left to carry out Ajaya’s instructions. Ajaya remained sitting, motionless, his seasoned mind telling him that the enemy was planning a move he would have to comprehend before it was too late.
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By afternoon, the fresh lot of Mauryan spies sent a message that three men on horseback, in civilian clothes, were headed towards the camp. The riders appeared to know their way well. As soon as they arrived at the Mauryan camp, they were surrounded by sentries.


The captain of the guards approached them. ‘What do you want?’ he asked sternly.


‘We want to meet your king,’ one of them replied in a deep, calm voice.


‘Introduce yourselves first. If there is merit in your purpose, we will inform the emperor. Else,’ he said, giving them a meaningful look, ‘you will be taken prisoner.’


The tallest amongst the riders spoke. ‘I am Kavin, the Prince of Mahishur and son of the late Raja Mahajan. I have come here alone, apart from my two personal bodyguards. You and your emperor would be branded cowards if you were to hold me captive in this situation.’


The captain was taken aback. Signalling to the sentries to keep the riders under watch, he walked briskly towards Bindusara’s tent. He returned almost immediately, an inscrutable expression on his face. He instructed the guards to take the swords of the Mahishur men, and then had them searched thoroughly. Convinced they were not carrying any hidden weapons, he led them to the threshold of Bindusara’s tent.


Bindusara sat comfortably on a makeshift divan. Ajaya and Balki stood on either side of their king. Bowing in Bindusara’s direction, the prince respectfully folded his hands.


‘I am Kavin, the Prince of Mahishur and son of the late Raja Mahajan. I have a proposal to make to the great Raja Bindusara.’


‘How old are you, son?’ Bindusara asked, his expression conveying a modicum of curious amusement. ‘Do you have the authority to make proposals?’


Ajaya observed the tall and lean youth with interest. His eyes were light brown and shone with intelligence. His self-assured countenance betrayed no sign of awe in Bindusara’s presence.


‘My words carry the authority of the people of Mahishur,’ Kavin replied in a slow, calm tone.


‘What about your brother Aagney? We have heard that your Commander-in-Chief and ministers are in his favour,’ retorted Bindusara, closely watching Kavin’s expression. Kavin did not reply immediately, and Ajaya intervened before the situation took an uncomfortable turn.


‘Now that you are here, tell us what is on your mind,’ prompted Ajaya.


Kavin took a deep breath. ‘I will help you win this battle if you guarantee my ascension to the throne of Mahishur.’ He noticed the barely concealed look of contempt on Ajaya’s face. ‘I am not betraying my country for personal gains,’ he said defiantly, gritting his teeth in suppressed fury. ‘My brother is not fit to rule. Mahishur would be steeped in decadence if he ever became king. I would rather be judged by generations to come as the man who traded with the enemy, than see the throne go to my brother and have him plunge our land into misery.’


‘Why should we trust you?’ questioned Ajaya, still not certain he could respect a man who was selling out to the invaders of his nation.


‘Because this is the easiest way you can gain victory over Mahishur. The army of Mahishur may be small, but the battle will be bloody,’ stated Kavin dryly.


‘What kind of help will we get?’ questioned Balki, who had been silent until now.


‘I will provide you information that will be invaluable if you want to be victorious,’ Kavin answered evasively.


Bindusara got up abruptly. ‘How about some refreshments?’ he said, ending the meeting. ‘We don’t let visitors leave unless they have eaten. It is a Mauryan custom,’ Bindusara gave an avuncular smile.


Kavin shrugged indifferently. Ajaya looked on as he extended the long, slender fingers of his left hand to take an apple. On a sudden impulse, he decided to have a word with his spies.


[image: ]


An entire week had elapsed since Kavin had first met Bindusara and his key commanders. Since then, they had had three more meetings. In their second meeting, Bindusara informed Kavin that after much deliberation, they had decided to accept the young prince’s offer. He would be made governor of Mahishur once it was under Mauryan rule. Once he had Bindusara’s word, Kavin began the process of sharing critical information with the Mauryan king and his commanders. Vital statistics regarding the size of the Mahishur army, the various entry gates, the number of sentries posted at each location and innumerable other facts were conveyed that would ensure a swift and bloodless victory.
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Poulak hid behind a thick bush. He was puzzled by the orders he had been given. My job is to follow orders, not question them, he told himself.


He observed the trio on horseback emerge out of the forest. Poulak took careful aim and the arrow found its mark cleanly, piercing the heart of the bodyguard on the left. Before the other two riders realized what was happening, the bodyguard on Kavin’s right was shot through the eye. Kavin’s horse was surrounded by the camp guards, and his sword was confiscated. A hefty sentry grabbed the reins of the horse and led Kavin into the camp.


Kavin was taken to Bindusara’s tent where Ajaya and Balki were also present. Bindusara noted that Kavin was trying desperately to maintain his composure.


Balki called out to Kavin. ‘You look hungry. Catch…’ He threw an apple at the young man. Kavin reflexively caught the apple with his left hand. There was complete silence in the room, and Kavin realized all eyes were on him.


‘Did you really think you could get away with this, Aagney?’ Bindusara said softly. ‘Even identical twins have differences, you know. I think you underestimated our spy network.’


The young man looked at Bindusara, his expression reflecting his complete surprise. ‘How did you…’ he began. Bindusara interrupted him.


‘Your twin brother Kavin would have caught the apple with his right hand,’ Bindusara said matter-of-factly. ‘Is the throne more important to you than your own brother?’ he asked in a quiet tone.


‘Kavin is not fit to rule over Mahishur,’ Aagney said between clenched teeth. ‘I would be disloyal to Mahishur if I allowed that to happen. I am the rightful heir to my father’s throne.’


‘Exactly what was your plan? To shove a lot of useless information down our throats and extract our plans in return?’ Ajaya snapped.


Aagney stared back defiantly at Ajaya.


‘What do we do with him?’ Ajaya asked, looking in Bindusara’s direction.


‘I don’t care if you kill me. I would gladly give my life for Mahishur,’ Aagney said coldly.


Bindusara stared hard at the young man destiny had thrown his way. Finally, he looked at the guards helming Aagney on either side. ‘Leave us alone,’ he said. The guards hesitated for a brief second before exiting the royal tent.


‘I admire your courage, young man. You are fortunate I am not in the habit of killing my enemies when they are at a disadvantage,’ Bindusara said quietly. ‘Go and prepare for battle. But remember, I may not be as merciful when we meet on the battlefield.’


Aagney looked at Bindusara with clear eyes. ‘So be it.’


He bowed to Bindusara, and without giving the others a glance, abruptly turned and walked out. Seeing him come out, the guards rushed inside Bindusara’s tent to see if there was any trouble. Balki signalled to them, confirming that everything was in order.


‘Why did you let him go?’ a bewildered Ajaya asked Bindusara. ‘We could have won Mahishur in an instant.’


‘He is courageous and passionate about his country. He deserves a fair fight,’ Bindusara replied thoughtfully.


Ajaya and Balki nodded and took their leave. The battle for Mahishur would be fought the next day and they had a long night of hard work ahead of them.


Bindusara stood by himself, lost in thought. Did I do the right thing by letting him go? he asked himself. Time would answer all his questions.




3


Bindusara stared at the model representation of the fort of Mahishur. Ajaya had done a fantastic job of replicating the actual fort, with its various entrance gates placed at appropriate points.


‘What do we know about the security at the fort’s entrance?’ Bindusara inquired, running his fingers through his shoulder-length hair – something he did whenever in deep thought.


Balki’s reply was quick. ‘According to our spies, the city wall is heavily patrolled with one platoon approximately 120 kashtas from the next.’


‘Did we recruit the tribals?’ Bindusara asked abruptly.


‘Yes we did.’ Ajaya nodded, remembering Bindusara’s strange instruction of hiring tribals, given to him at Pataliputra. He had done so, reluctantly. A vague sense of discomfort plagued him regarding their ability to follow the discipline of the army.


‘The tribals are good climbers and archers,’ Bindusara said. He was being deliberately laconic but the scant words were enough for a war veteran like Ajaya to realize his true purport. Ajaya felt a bead of perspiration trickle down his forehead.


‘Here is my plan,’ Bindusara said, bending over the model of the Mahishur fort. ‘Let us call this Plan tritiya. As the patrolling guards are 120 kashtas apart, a handpicked team of tribals can scale the fort walls and get in undetected. Their task will be twofold – to create confusion once they are inside and to unlock the Dakshin gate for us. In the meantime, we will make an open assault at the Uttara gate.’ Bindusara paused meaningfully. ‘The threefold attack will result in mayhem. You know what to do next.’


He has done it again…the master strategist, thought Ajaya. He mentally kicked himself for not thinking of this strategy himself. Ajaya was jolted out of his reverie by Balki’s high-pitched voice.


‘I need to check out something important,’ Balki was saying excitedly. ‘May I be excused?’ he requested, urgency in his voice.


Ajaya nodded, wondering what had suddenly got into his commander. He knew Balki well enough to guess that whatever it was, it would be something that would help them in the war with Mahishur.
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There was palpable activity within the Mauryan camp. Approximately half the soldiers readied themselves for the midnight march through the forest. Mandar, a tribal, was sharpening his arrows when his friend Alok rushed inside the tent.


‘Mandar, Commander Balki is calling us for a brief. It must be something important,’ he said breathlessly.


‘Why, what do they want us for?’ Mandar retorted nonchalantly.


Alok gave him a puzzled look. ‘It is time to prove that we are as worthy as the trained soldiers of the Mauryan army,’ he said eagerly, awaiting his older friend’s reaction.


Mandar shrugged carelessly. He had decided to join the Mauryan forces only because they paid well. The last drought had rendered his tribe completely poverty stricken. At the age of 14, he was the oldest and the most responsible member of his family. He had taken it upon himself to raise the money to buy seeds for the next crop. Fortuitously, the army had been looking to hire tribals just then. Most of the boys in his tribe revered him and decided to follow him there, taking a calculated risk, since, in the absence of the warrior boys, their tribe would be relatively unprotected.
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Given the nature of the mission, Mandar had insisted on taking the boys of his own tribe. They understood each other and could act in coordination. They moved through the dense forest at a frenetic pace. They had to reach the fort walls of Mahishur well before dawn. That would give them enough time to do what Balki had asked of them. If they were successful in their mission, the Mauryan army would enter the city of Mahishur by dawn, with minimum casualties. If they failed…Mandar, who was leading the squad, did not want to think of the consequences.


It is preposterous, he thought grimly. In fact, it is downright suicidal. I wonder how many of us will survive this mission. Mandar surreptitiously glanced sideways. He knew all his men well, and most of them had grown up together. He knew the death of even one of these men would weigh on his conscience forever. He glanced at Alok, the heartbreakingly young tribal who had never been privy to violence until now. God, don’t let anything happen to him, he prayed.


None of the Mauryans, including the tribals, had ever seen the fort walls and Mandar fervently hoped they would be easy to scale. It was frustrating to make their way through the dense undergrowth in near total darkness. But it would have been suicidal to light lamps, as that would alert the Mahishurian lookouts. And it wasn’t just the Mahishurian soldiers they had to worry about. Marching without a lamp to light their way left them vulnerable to the danger of wild beasts and snakes, both of which were rampant in the forest. The only saving grace was that there were some secrets only the tribals knew. One of these was a special ointment, which when smeared over the body emitted vapours that served to drive away most wild creatures.


They finally reached the edge of the forest cover from where the fort walls were in plain view. Mandar held up his hand as a signal to wait and watch. It was a full-moon night and the patrols on the fort’s roof were in plain view.


‘Commander Balki was right,’ Mandar said softly. ‘The guards are actually 120 kashtas apart before they meet. That is a reasonable period of time to scale it.’ But how? he thought to himself.


Mandar nodded in Alok’s direction. The young soldier instinctively understood what he was required to do. Grinning in anticipation, he waited for the coast to clear. Then he took a deep breath and ran with all the speed he could muster, towards the walls. He peered closely at the mass of fortification facing him. The wall was at least four dandas in height.


From a distance, Mandar saw Alok feeling the wall for possible crevices and nooks that could be useful while scaling the formidable structure. Time was running out for the young soldier. Just when Mandar thought Alok might be spotted, he turned around and darted back to where the rest of the tribals waited.


‘The walls have been coated with a special lacquer that renders it too slippery for a climber to gain a foothold,’ Alok said between pants. There was no grin on his face now, as he realized the enormity of the task ahead of them.


Mandar digested the bad news with an expressionless face. ‘All right then, you know what to do,’ he whispered to Alok.


Alok interlocked his fingers. The signal was enough for the rest of the group. They waited silently for the next opportune moment. The moment the guards were out of sight, the entire cohort sprinted to the edge of the wall. Mandar observed with satisfaction as his men climbed over each other to create a human ladder. Two of the brawniest men stood below and lent their shoulders for others to climb on. The nimble and sure-footed tribals were quick to complete their task.


Mandar was the last to climb up and reach the top of the human ladder that covered half the height of the wall. Now came the tricky part. He had to throw an anchor across the top so that they could climb the rest of the way. It had been difficult enough to haul the heavy anchor with him. He was also mindful that the men at the bottom of the pyramid would be at the threshold of their endurance by now.


In a single fluid move, he threw the anchor in a wide arc. This was his only chance. He knew if the anchor failed to secure a hold in the first attempt, it might not only fall back on them, but also alert the Mahishurian sentries. He prayed fervently that the noise would be minimal. It was a perfect throw. There was an almost imperceptible thud as the anchor hugged the top edge of the wall. He tugged at it, gently at first and then with all his might.


It seems to be secure, Mandar thought, sighing in relief. He pulled himself up rapidly. Another two men followed him up the rope. They were now on the walkway of the fort rampart.


Mandar mentally calculated how much time had elapsed since the departure of the last patrol. Their time was almost up and the next patrol would arrive any moment. Mandar gave the rope two tight tugs. It signalled to the others to halt their climb and stay stock-still. Without wasting any time, Mandar and the other two darted into the shadows. They made it just in time, and Mandar sucked in his breath sharply as the patrol passed within inches of where they were hiding.


As soon as the patrol was out of sight, Mandar dashed back to the wall and used the standard tribal signal – a bird call repeated thrice in quick succession. In the unlikely event that one of the patrols heard it, they would think it was one of the several nocturnal birds calling out. But the tribals knew it was Mandar signalling to them from the other side. The men who had been holding on to the rope for dear life now hauled themselves up and jumped with practised ease on to the other side.


Mandar counted the men who were gathered next to him. All his men had made it. He grinned, his white teeth shining in the dark. The tribals felt a rush of adrenaline as they skulked in the shadows, waiting to waylay the next patrol.


Mandar rested on his haunches, letting Alok lead the ambush. The key was ensnaring the enemy without alerting other Mahishurian soldiers who might be nearby. The tribals carried short swords, the tips of which were smeared with deadly poison. A mere scratch would suffice to paralyse the opponent within a few seconds. While the Mauryan army prohibited the use of poison as an unfair means of war, the tribals had their own dictates, and they lived and fought by those rules.


Alok put a hand to his lips. He had heard the patrol approaching. The moment they were within striking distance, the tribals surged ahead. Mandar saw Alok clamp the mouth of one of the Mahishurian guards. The young man seemed to hesitate for a moment, and Mandar recognized the same signs of aversion towards violence in Alok that he had himself faced during his first kill. In that brief moment of uncertainty, the Mahishurian guard unsheathed his sword in an attempt to assault Alok. But the long sword of the Mahishurian soldier was not built for close encounters. Mandar saw Alok’s wavering disappear as his instinct for survival kicked in. Before his antagonist realized what had happened, Alok thrust his short sword deep in the man’s groin, giving him a quick death. Mandar watched detachedly as the other tribals made a swift end of the remaining patrolmen.


The tribals quickly undressed the dead soldiers and donned their clothes over their own. Care had been taken to attack the Mahishurian soldiers in the lower part of the abdomen, so that the tears in the uniform or blood could be concealed under the sash tied to the waist that formed part of the outfit. The leather armour with the Mahishur seal on it would enable them to pass for Mahishur men. The tribals had not worn any headgear and after the tribals put on the Mahishur headgear, it would have been difficult even for the most perspicacious person to make out the difference. As an added precaution, they covered their faces, with only their eyes visible.


The tribal warriors now needed a quick exit down into the interiors of the city. The next patrol were sure to get suspicious when no one passed them at the designated time. Mandar spotted the steps that would take them down to the bottom of the fort. The band of 21 dashed down the steps, lest they be spotted by someone of authority. They had not bargained for the possibility that they would be greeted by a group of Mahishurian guards right at the bottom of the stairs.


The leader of the Mahishurian group glared at them. ‘What are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be guarding the fort?’ he said gruffly. The man had a white spot right in the centre of his forehead. Mandar frantically racked his brains to come up with a suitable explanation. Fortuitously, at that very moment, another officer approached in haste.


‘Quick…all teams are required to report to their commanders. The Mauryans have attacked the Uttara gate!’ He was gone before anyone could utter a word.


Mandar let out a slow breath. The man had just provided him with a way to explain their presence to the Mahishurian officer. ‘We were asked to join the rest of the battalion. We were on our way down when you stopped us,’ he said, trying to sound earnest.


There was something about Mandar’s accent that did not strike the right chord with the man. ‘Show me your face, soldier,’ he barked suspiciously.


A din of panic could be heard rising at a distance. An unexpectedly loud explosion made the air around them rife with tension. The leader of the Mahishurian group gazed uncomfortably in the direction of the blast.


‘Hurry up, soldier. I have to leave,’ he growled, unsheathing his sword. Mandar’s forehead was wet with perspiration under the helmet. I hope Alok and the rest of the men are ready with their swords, if it comes to a fight, he thought desperately. He placed his hands on either side of the headgear, and in a deliberately slow motion, uncovered his head.


The Mahishur soldier stared hard at him. ‘I don’t know you,’ he growled.


Mandar decided this was not the time to be courteous. The fear of compromising the operation lent his response a streak of urgency. ‘You don’t have to know everyone!’ he retorted. ‘Besides, you are holding me up and preventing me from doing my duty.’


There was another loud explosion, even more deafening than the first. The Mahishur officer hesitated for a moment, unsure what to do. ‘I will give you a course in etiquette once this is over,’ he said threateningly. Giving Mandar a final glare, he rushed off with his men.


‘That man will kick himself tonight when this is over,’ Alok said softly, looking at Mandar. Even though they were at a great distance from where the fighting was in progress, the pandemonium was tangible. It looks like the Mauryan army has launched a full-blown attack at the Uttara gate, Mandar thought with satisfaction.


With their entry inside the fort walls, the tribals had completed the first part of their task successfully. The second part would be equally tricky. They had to somehow unlock the Dakshin gate so that the rest of the mammoth Mauryan army could enter the fort. Mandar looked around, gauging the time it would take to open this particular gate.
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Poulak awaited a signal from Commander Balki. The first glimmer of daylight had just begun to colour the sky with an orange hue. Balki was second in command to Senapati Ajaya and a formidable warrior. It was he who was leading the full-scale assault at the Uttara gate.


Poulak saw Balki fisting his right hand and slapping it hard against the palm of his other hand. He knew this was the signal to the battering rams to start their charge. The Mauryan battering rams were logs of gigantic proportions sharpened at the edges to break open even the strongest enemy fortification. The massive logs were normally carried on multi-wheel carriages specially designed for this purpose. In this case, however, the Mauryans had been unable to drag the carriages through the dense forest. Consequently, they had to make do with medium-sized logs that could be physically carried by the infantry. Even so, the strongest men had been chosen for this task as it was a supreme test of strength as well as endurance.


Poulak watched in fascination as the men carrying the battering rams emitted blood-curdling yells as they charged at the Uttara gate. The Mauryan elephants stood by impatiently. The thunderous drumming coupled with the crashes of the battering rams on the surface of the gate drove the pachyderms to a fever pitch of excitement.


The Mauryans had, however, underestimated the resilience of Mahishur. Their answer to the Mauryan battering rams was to send a flurry of arrows fired from a height giving additional momentum to the sharp instruments of death. The cotton-covered oil-dipped arrow tips had been set alight and they lit up the sky more effectively than the fledgling sun at this hora. Many men were impaled where they stood as the arrows lodged themselves into their heads or torsos. And while they stood thus incapacitated, the surging fire from the deadly missiles burnt their limbs away, while they were still alive to feel the unbearable agony. The stench of burning flesh pervaded the air.


Commander Balki quickly planned his onslaught. He held his palm horizontal, thereby signalling to the soldiers standing on the side to step in with their shields. They carried huge shields, larger than what the foot soldiers typically used. Chandragupta Maurya, Bindusara’s father had introduced this in the Mauryan army after observing its successful deployment by the Greeks. The soldiers held the shields over their heads, protecting the men deploying the battering ram as well as themselves. The shields were coated with a material that made them withstand heat and fire. Their efficacy was put to the test as the soldiers of Mahishur despatched their second batch of fire arrows. Unlike the first assault, the arrows now landed atop the massive shields. While some of them lodged thinly in the shields, the majority fell away harmlessly.


The gates to the fort were built of enduring sangwan wood, and did not succumb to the onslaught easily. At Balki’s signal, another set of men stepped in to relieve their comrades who were by now at the threshold of their endurance. As the gates showed no visible signs of yielding, Balki deduced that they were fortified by sheets of iron on the other side. Veteran that he was, he quickly adapted his strategy.


The way was cleared for the elephants to be brought to the forefront. Already agitated by the loud noises around them, the beasts were driven to a frenzy by an even louder beating of the drums. The foot soldiers secured the knobs of the gargantuan gates with rope. The other end of the ropes was wound tightly around the legs of the elephants, as they stood facing away from the gates. Huge crowbars were also dug into the sides of the gate. Each crowbar was placed against a hinge of the gate, with the other end secured around a leg of an elephant with a rope. The mahouts drove the elephants, prodding them with their hooked rods. The beasts roared in anger.


Balki mentally evaluated the extent of their rage. Satisfied that the time was right, he gave the signal to the mahouts who dug the sharp rods into the animals’side. The elephants surged ahead. The more they endeavoured to move forward, the more the ropes tied around their legs cut through their skin. This gave rise to more fury and the elephants used all their might to run ahead.


Balki smiled as he saw the gates beginning to come apart. Finally, there was a ripping noise as the wood splintered and scattered in a thousand pieces. The iron sheets behind the wood, however, were still intact – but only for a brief moment. As the crowbars turned, the hinges came undone and the gates tottered with nothing to hold them in place. Like giants who had suddenly fallen unconscious, the massive gates came crashing down, threatening to bury everything in their way. For a few seconds, all else was eclipsed by clouds of reddish dust and debris.
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Aagney stood stock-still on the other side of the crashing gates. He wondered whether their preparations had been enough. At the commander’s orders, they had stocked up on weapons and armour. To increase the number of soldiers, they had reduced the age for entry into the army. However, the strife between the brothers had resulted in demotivating many sections. The question was, would they hold up against the superior Mauryan army?


As the clouds of red dust swirled around him, he had an epiphany. It dawned on him with sudden clarity that the attack on Mahishur could have been avoided if his brother Kavin and he had stood together as one.


How could I have forgotten that we are one? We grew up under the watchful eye of the same loving mother and doting father. We helped each other take our first steps, shared meals under the same trees. As he stood there, he reflected on how ironic it was that such peaceful memories should come flooding back to him in the midst of war and destruction.


Is my hunger for the throne so great that I can imprison my own bother, my other half? Aagney castigated himself. It was as if he was able to perceive everything clearly for the first time in his life, as if years of fog had suddenly cleared.


He made his decision. ‘Hold the gate,’ Aagney instructed his commander. ‘I will be back.’ Without waiting for a reply, he mounted his horse, galloping away towards the royal palace.


The Mahishur commander stared at the retreating figure of his prince, speechless. What could be more important than protecting the gate right now? he thought, shaking his head disapprovingly. He did not have time to dwell on the subject as the first wave of Mauryan riders swept into the city.


In another part of the city, Aagney and Kavin emerged from the royal palace together. They were identical in every respect except that Aagney carried his sword in his left hand, while Kavin wielded his with his right hand. They stared at each other as they stood at the threshold of the palace. Years of resentment and differences in opinion hung like a heavy invisible wall between them. Yet, they knew this could well be the last time they saw each other.


Oh Shiva! What have I done? Aagney thought to himself, as he moved forward to embrace his brother.


Kavin stood unmoving, unsure how to respond to the brother who had had him imprisoned two sunsets ago. He had hated Aagney when he was locked up in prison; he wanted to despise him even now. But to his astonishment, he felt himself returning his brother’s warm embrace.


And in that moment of unrestrained affection, the wall that had crept up between the two brothers melted. There was no more anger, no more resentment. There was just a poignant and hollow feeling of what could have been and may never be. They shook hands as they used to when they were younger and preparing for a round of sword practice. Only this time, it was not a practice session they were gearing up for. It was war – with an enemy who had never been defeated since Bindusara’s father had become the first emperor of the Mauryans.


‘I need to head back to the Uttara gate,’ Aagney said. ‘Why don’t you proceed to the Dakshin side?’ he suggested.


Kavin gave him a meaningful smile. ‘I can handle the fighting, brother. Let me go to the Uttara gate.’


Aagney hesitated. He had told the commander he would be back soon. Still, he didn’t want Kavin to think he didn’t trust him to handle the situation. And the commander wouldn’t be able to make out the difference between the two brothers in any case.


‘Okay.’ Aagney sighed. ‘You go to the Uttara gate.’ As an afterthought he said quietly, ‘Take care of yourself, brother.’


‘Strength and honour.’ Kavin said softly, voicing the Mahishur war chant.


‘Strength and honour.’ echoed Aagney, his voice firm and calm.


Kavin spurred his horse in the direction of the Uttara gate. The noise of the fighting was deafening even at this distance. Aagney sat on his horse for a while, watching his brother disappear in the distance. Then he goaded his horse towards the other end of the fort.
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Poulak saw the formidable Uttara gate crash to the ground, raising a cloud of angry red dust that threatened to choke all those present in the vicinity. He unwittingly raised his hands to his face as he waited for the dust to subside.


‘We are almost there,’ he whispered soothingly to his bow. To Poulak, his bow was not a mere tool. It was a trusted companion that had been with him for several years and had won him countless accolades. His hands caressed the length of the bowstring. His touch was firm, yet light. The string was made of animal sinew, one of the toughest materials available for this purpose.


Poulak was sitting with five others in the rathamusala. The razor-sharp blades fitted to its wheels could literally cut their way through enemy territory. Poulak preferred to use the long bow as he could place it firmly in the crook of his big toe. The bow had a large draw-length that enabled him to use his longest arrows.


For the hundredth time that day, Poulak checked the contents of his quiver. He wanted to make sure he had the specific arrows he would require for the day. The arrowheads gleamed as the sun’s rays fell upon them. The deadliest amongst the lot stood out, with its arrowhead made of yellow metal. This was the Agnibaan. It comprised a complex blend of various metals, mixed with defined measures of charcoal, oil wax and turpentine. Once the Agnibaan lodged inside the target, it would burst into flames and cause a conflagration from the inside out.


The rathamusala had openings just wide enough to fire arrows from. The archers within the chariot were well protected. The person driving the chariot was the only one who was exposed to danger from the enemy. But he was covered from head to toe in heavy, impenetrable armour. If per chance he was to be killed, a second man was always ready to take over. The chariot drivers were guarded by a group of soldiers whose sole objective was to ensure the former’s safety.


From where he was standing, Poulak was able to gaze through the minute openings built into the sides of the chariot. The wreckage from the gates had been cleared up by the Mauryan elephants to make way for the infantry and other divisions to enter the city. Poulak saw Commander Balki issuing rapid instructions in the secret Kshatriya code. With a jerk, the rathamusala surged ahead. Poulak steadied himself – it was time for him to play his part in the battle.


His heightened sense of awareness made it seem as though things were happening in slow motion. But the rathamusala chariot was moving like a hurricane through the huge pillars where the Uttara gates had once stood. A large group of Mahishurian foot soldiers stood between the rathamusala and the city. The dense formation of Mahishurian soldiers resembled a human wall that seemed impossible to penetrate. Attired in brown, the Mahishur men looked like incarnations of asuras.


But even they were no match for the formidable rathamusala. The spiked wheels of the chariot sliced through human flesh and strewed it in different directions. Within no time, there was a ghastly smattering of blood and severed limbs that flew into the air and rained down on those hapless soldiers who had somehow survived the onslaught from the rathamusala. The dreadful sight of their companions’ maimed bodies destroyed most of the Mahishurians’ confidence. What was left of their morale was decimated by the steady shower of arrows fired with deadly accuracy by Poulak and his team from the rathamusala.


Like most warriors, Poulak too maintained a count of how many enemy soldiers he took down. He had just finished his thirtieth kill that day when a particular warrior on the Mahishur side caught his eye. The warrior wore armour that was far more elaborate than that of the others. Poulak stiffened as he recognized the royal emblem of Mahishur resplendent on the brilliantly shining armour. It’s the prince…or rather, one of them, he thought, his mind racing. He muttered a brief prayer to Shiva and pulled the Agnibaan out of the quiver. This particular arrow was almost twice the size of the regular arrows – the arrowhead too was immense.


Poulak reverentially placed the Agnibaan on his bow. His shoulder muscles strained as he drew back the string to its limits. In that instant, his eyes locked with that of the prince. Somehow, the prince had sensed Poulak’s presence even though the latter was hidden inside the chariot. Poulak saw a flash of understanding dawn in the prince’s eyes as he perceived death just around the corner. Poulak released his breath and the Agnibaan in the same moment. The deadly arrow flew through one of the openings in the rathamusala.


Blood gushed like a fountain as the arrow pierced the left eye of the Mahishur prince. The Mahishur soldiers watched in horror as their prince fell to the ground. The dust had not yet settled from his fall, when his entire body exploded in a ball of fire. The embers of human dust swirled around the Mahishur men as they continued to gaze at what had been the vivacious Prince of Mahishur only moments ago.


The shock of witnessing the gruesome death of one of their princes made the men temporarily forget that they still had to defend their motherland. They were roused out of their stupor by the voice of their commander.


‘ON THE BLOOD OF OUR PRINCE…FIGHT!’ goaded the Mahishur commander as he launched himself at the Mauryans who had followed in the wake of the rathamusala.
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Mandar surreptitiously led his band of twenty tribal warriors across the city. A large force of Mahishur soldiers were rapidly marching towards the Uttara gate where the major assault was underway. The civilian population of the city had been moved to basements and large trenches built expressly for such an eventuality.


Being a tribal, Mandar had spent most of his childhood moving from one place to the other. The tribals had never stayed within the confines of a city. The only friends they had were the other tribal families who travelled together, once every few years. As such, Mandar found it impossible to fathom the mindset of the Mahishur people that drove them to protect their city and country, even at the cost of their own lives. The same mindset made it difficult for him to understand the Mauryans’ eagerness to wage war in order to expand their territories. It all felt surreal – as if he was witnessing everything around him from a distance. He felt strangely devoid of any emotion.
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