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The Boy, Moriya


The arrow sliced through air, turning silver on catching the light. Moriya stood below, crinkling his eyes, watching the arrow rise, following the sharp line of the mountain ridge.


He knew it would get the eagle before that magnificent bird was even aware of the arrow streaking towards him. This eagle, like others of its kind, was alert – its senses catching every nuance, even the slightest movement on the earth far below. But the arrow’s rise mirrored the whistling wind, its silver was that of slanting raindrops, or a ray of sun, unexpectedly bright. Even an eagle as splendid as the crested hawk-eagle, with its defiant raised hood and burning golden eyes, stood no chance.


From below, Moriya’s eyes locked with the eagle’s. He saw the fire bright in its eyes one last time as his arrow pierced its throat. He heard the majestic bird’s last squawk before it hurtled to the earth, falling past him, and he caught the smell of life as it left the bird. It was the smell of the earth around, the hard old rocks, the dry grass and the wind that blew in from far away, and as the bird died, it seemed to Moriya, it took a bit of the earth with it.


As Moriya stood on the ridge, he was unable to ignore the plaintive cheeping coming from the nest atop the hill. He had climbed the hills called the Aravallis at the very edge of the desert because he had heard how much of a fight these birds could put up. It was a challenge he had been unable to resist. The other boys, his companions in the tribe of the cattle-herders, had not stopped him. They knew by now that Moriya did things on his own, and they followed him wherever he went. It had always been like that. He was one of the cattle-herders and yet not really one of them.


The crested eagles were lone, wilful and lived solitary lives. He was like them in many ways. The cattle-herders lived close to the plains of the Punjab. They had moved up from the region between the ravines and the desert to the west. Saurashtra and Avanti lay southwest and south, and the river Yamuna ran east, close to the kingdoms of the Matsyas and the Surasenas. Every year they marched this way, up to the pasturelands in the northwest. But now all was uncertain, for there were reports that an invader from a faraway land in the west was very close, just beyond the mountains of the Malayavats and Nishadas. Word was that these foreigners, the Yavanas, led by a golden-haired king called Alexander, could cover immense distances on their quick and strong horses in a matter of days. No king stood a chance against them. People were fleeing towards cities, seeking shelter behind high fort walls, whereas those used to a life on the move, the nomadic herders and other forest tribes, were biding their time, stopping often, reading the signs before moving on.


Every day, the boys, with Moriya in the lead, rode out into the wild scrublands, hoping to meet other tribes or groups on the move for any news about the invader. On one of these mornings, the eagle had appeared, fierce, insistent and far too quick as it snapped repeatedly at a newborn calf before flying away. Moriya had known instantly that he would match himself against it. His eyes had seen how far it travelled, and he gauged he would have to trap it close to where it nested. An animal is always more vulnerable closer to home. In his life on the move, he had learnt that.


Now he climbed, a brutal, rough climb, till he reached the nest, and stopped abruptly. The others below saw him stumbling, the cattle grazed lazily and everything seemed still, but there was that unmistakable tension in the air. It seemed a timeless, short moment between life and death. Only Moriya knew that he had held his breath, felt his fingers quiver as he saw the fledgling the mother had been trying to feed and protect.


He picked it up, looking down as its wide yellow eyes stared, helpless, back at him. This young bird would soon grow up to be as ferocious a fighter as its mother. She could have flown away, he realized now, but had stayed close to her child in the moment of danger. Whose was the greater courage then – his or the eagle-mother’s?


The boys chanted his name as he descended in their midst. They were all around his age, with similar dust-encrusted faces, for the journey had left its mark on everyone. Lines ran deep on their feet and their skin bore scratches. All of them, men belonging to roving, wandering tribes, were now being forced to choose between kingdoms. To the east were the Nandas, and to the west the threat of Alexander and his vast army. Anyone determined to fly alone would perhaps meet the same fate as that magnificent eagle.


He saw his companions raise their spears in salutation, he heard their cheers. There was something about Moriya’s expression that made them quiet down. No victor could look so forlorn. Then they saw the little eagle he clasped in his hands.


He sat on an old stone seat streaked with mud and dried leaves, crawling with ants, and shadowed by overhanging pipal branches. It was perhaps a place where a sage had once meditated. Now it was a throne where Moriya sat – he was their king. And even if it was all an act, the boys were all willing participants, for when Moriya sat there he told them things they had no idea about, things that took them farther away from anything they had ever known. Moriya, with eyes that could look piercingly fierce one moment and broodingly intense the next, had the answers and always more questions – questions bigger than mere everyday matters.


‘Tell me,’ he asked the boys, ‘do you think, if I had known about this small bird, I should still have killed the eagle?’


‘That big eagle was a nuisance. Remember how she would swoop down to snatch our food away? And she troubled the priest to no end,’ said one of the boys.


‘True, but maybe she could have been driven away.’


‘That’s what the priest says, too. He says time and again the bird came back.’


‘Because of this one.’ Moriya nodded at the bird cupped in his palms. The boys fell silent at the seriousness of his voice.


‘So what is to be done now with the little one?’ Moriya asked, looking down at the young bird resting quietly in his hands, as if it was assured of protection.


‘You must kill it,’ one of the group piped up. ‘After all, he will grow up to be a ferocious fighting bird.’


‘And these birds can never be tamed. The priest tried it as well,’ said another.


Moriya persisted. ‘But it is helpless. Should it be denied care simply because it will turn into a killer? We could kill its parent because it resisted us. But this…?’ As he mused over this dilemma he said aloud, ‘What would a king’s duty be?’


They had no answer but began talking all at once.


‘Kings kill those captured in war, or throw them in dungeons,’ said one of the boys again, ‘because the fear of revenge is constant in their minds.’


‘But this is a bird... it is young and helpless. We must take care of it because it has no one,’ said Moriya. ‘It is our duty, our dharma.’


‘Do you think we can tame the bird and present him to Alexander?’


The question from one of the boys made the others laugh raucously.


‘Would he really want an eagle, or demand a lion?’ another boy piped up.


They laughed again.


‘This eagle stays with me,’ Moriya said, in a quiet voice. ‘I will use him to send a message to Alexander.’


‘A message?’


‘Yes, ask him to leave our land or challenge him to a duel to see who is stronger.’


No one laughed this time. Just months ago he had challenged them all to a battle where sticks shaped out of fallen branches served as their weapons. He had taken them on together, and even singly, and finally having beaten them all, offered his hand in help to his fallen victims. His arms had moved faster than anyone else’s; he had jumped, whirled, turned around, his stick falling surely and certainly while they had missed the real thing for the shadow many a time. The way he had struck and aimed had never hurt but he had disarmed them surely and effectively. They had been mesmerized by his accuracy and quick movements, and understood with certainty that they had to follow him from then on.


‘Yes, a duel.’ He had a faraway look on his face now.


Alexander. The name reverberated in his head. Alexander. The man who, it seemed, would conquer everything in his path. Who would travel to wherever the world ended, having conquered everything behind him. He made the world seem even bigger than it was – seas, mountains, deserts – all vast and mighty, all waiting to be claimed. Moriya felt his heart race and his eyes blazed. Far away, the wind in the trees made the branches move as if an invisible army lay hidden within them. Alexander. One day he would meet him. One day…




Part 1


The Lost Prince
of Magadha
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A Rare Bird


The land throbbed as the horse galloped over the arid land towards the forest. Moriya knew of the hard rocks concealed below the dry grass, rocks that were far older than the cold Himavat mountains to the north, beyond the land of the five rivers that was the Punjab. Craggy old trees whizzed by, but in the near distance were low hills, small shrubs and miles of wild grass that cattle were grazing on. As he rode on, the colours on the rocks changed, keeping pace with the sun’s movement on the horizon. Moriya rode on, swift and graceful on his horse. The animal was a mere pony, ordinary brown in colour, but Moriya rode it with a majesty and poise that came naturally to him.


He was on the trail left by the peacocks, sighting their soft, silken feathers strewn amidst the rocks. His keen ears had caught their long melancholy calls earlier, more melodious than he had ever heard before. He had wondered whether he had heard right. Was that the cry of the green peafowl – the rarest of rare among birds, far more precious than its cousin, the ordinary blue peacock – its sea-green plumage turning a gorgeous emerald every time it flashed in the sun?


He stopped to watch as the sun rose in slow motion beyond the rocky hillocks that stretched ahead of him, conscious of that one perfect moment before time rushed on. His horse stomped impatiently, flicking its tail nervously. Moriya took a quick look behind him, his eyes straying down the rocks. He could see the ripple of the small stream that flowed close by, a ribbon of water that had appeared when it had rained unexpectedly, and would just as soon vanish. To the west were the dry forests, where he was headed. It was his father who had first told him of the peacocks and Moriya knew he would find them again among the jamun and banyan trees around the abandoned temple at the far end of the hills. Beyond the temple was the desert, a stretch of sand and thorny bushes, uninhabitable for long distances.


Riding up a hillock, he scanned the horizon again, turning his horse around in a perfect circle on a narrow point without missing a step. The wind rose, grainy but soothingly familiar. From this height, Moriya had a view of the world as he knew it. To the southeast lay Magadha, with its capital at Pataliputra, the city by the Ganga. For him, it was always far away, further than his eye could see, though never far from his thoughts. He lived with the certainty that one day he would return to Pataliputra, a city whose rulers had taken away everything he had known and cherished, a city that had taught him the futility of having attachments or lingering memories. A city, he acknowledged, unlike any other place he had ever heard about or seen since. A city he would love to rule from. One day.


He urged his horse on, knowing it was better to chase the peacocks than to give in to thoughts that had no end.
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He remembered the first time he had laid eyes on the elusive bird. He had been a few years younger then, reaching only up to his father’s shoulder, and was accompanying him on a journey to the forests that skirted Magadha to the north. It was the region where the smaller republics of Malla and Vajji had once existed, long before Magadha became the powerful kingdom it was. The great and greedy Ajatashatru, the emperor who lived in the time of the Buddha nearly two centuries ago, had taken them over, ruthlessly and with cold logic.


His father, chief of the Moriyas, the tribe of the peacock-tamers, had taught him almost everything he knew. That afternoon long ago, Moriya would learn more from his father than he realized. They were in a small row boat, moving in the slow current of the Ganga, banked by forests that were the most dangerous of all forests known, and denser than the forests to the west he now roamed in. Rising dark and thick, green overhanging branches mingling with thick brown weeds that grew taller every year with the rains, the forests of Moriya’s younger days ranged from the eastern borders of Magadha all the way to the Himavat mountains. They were peopled by wild elephant herds that could pound through without warning. The speed of the herds always belied their size; they could cross vast stretches of forest in a day. The earth shook and trembled under the massive feet of a hundred and more elephants in spate. Wild buffaloes and deer lived where the forests were less dense, and the elusive tigers had been seen here too.


His father’s eyes narrowed as he scanned the forests that came right up to the river bank. The bittersweet smell of sal and tamarind trees reached them, mixed with the feral scent of forest creatures. Moriya noted the way the trees’ branches bent towards the water and the stillness of their leaves.


‘These forests…they look as if nothing can ever disturb them. Animals can stay hidden forever among these trees; unseen, living their lives just as nature intended,’ his father said as they rowed down the river towards Pataliputra. ‘But there are some people who will not rest until they tame its creatures, even the magnificent elephants – all for their own ends.’


His father’s lips twisted bitterly. He was referring to the Nandas, the current rulers of Magadha, who were intent on destroying the forests and the tribes who lived in it, simply to get their hands on more elephants for their mighty army. As if in acknowledgment of his father’s words, there came a loud trumpeting sound from within the forest. Moriya could tell from the way the trees heaved and shifted that a herd was moving through the forest. He rowed faster, gripping the oars tightly and bending forward to exert as much force as he could.


It was then that they heard a long-drawn-out haunting cry pierce through the calls of the elephant herd and the other sounds of the forest. It was a cry that stretched through the expanse of trees and made his father sit up straight and go still in a way Moriya had never seen before. ‘That call…it can belong to none other than a green peacock,’ his father said in an awed whisper.


Indicating that they must move on, his father guided them shoreward. His father knew where the boat could be anchored securely, just as he knew each path leading from the river through the forest. They proceeded into the vast green, Moriya leading the way, reading the elephant tracks the way his father had showed him. He paused to listen to the sounds of the forest, sniff the air, and break small dried branches to make their way back easier.


Quite unexpectedly, they came upon a clearing in the forest, and that was when both of them caught sight of the bird – the most beautiful bird Moriya had ever seen, perched high on a branch. In the light of the sun shimmering through the canopy of trees, the bird’s wings changed colour, shifting from green to blue and then green again, an iridescent dancing patina of green that lit up the trees – its colours always distinct from the leaves that closed around it. The bird stretched out its long slender neck, beat its tail gently on the branch, then called again, a long cry that floated upward, the leaves parting to carry the sound to the skies above.


Let it be. Let it be. Moriya heard his father’s soft murmur in his ears.


All they could do was look on, knowing for that one moment the eternal truth – that every creation is unique and wonderful. Every part of creation was worth cherishing and destruction was futile. This was precisely what the Buddha had said.


The moment passed. The bird suddenly turned its head towards them, startled, as if it had sensed their presence, then gracefully hopped off the branch and flew upwards, its wings glittering a luminous green, shaping into a blur as it disappeared into the blue sky.


In its wake Moriya saw a feather float gently to the ground. He picked it up. It seemed to throb still with the peacock’s life blood.


‘What a beautiful creature...’ his father whispered.


‘Do you know about it?’ he asked his father.


‘Yes,’ he nodded, ‘but you and I are going to keep this a secret. Birds like this one will never be trapped or hunted down. They will roam free, always. Never kill any bird, son, unless it is essential. They make the world beautiful and complete. All creatures – animals and birds and all of us too – are meant to live together in harmony. We are all interconnected. This is what great men and sages have taught us, men whose words will live longer than kings’ will. True power lies in understanding that life and death assure the continuity of the universe itself.’
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Moriya had, he thought then, understood what his father had meant. Over time, he came to realize there was more to his father’s words. Chief of the Moriyas of Pippalivahana, his father believed their tribe was meant to protect birds, to prevent any harm from befalling them. They were the caretakers of the birds and the forest they lived in, he had always said. Moriya took a deep breath, remembering his father’s solemn voice. Of course, there were the truths of his father and there were those that Moriya had to learn now that he was older – that killing was necessary, because it proved one’s might. Two strong creatures, man or animal, could never rule over the same realm.


Four winters had passed since that journey with his father. Moriya was now far from the forests of the east, where he had spent a little over eleven years of his life. He missed his father, and wondered what he would have had to say now that Moriya had once again sighted the magnificent, elusive green peacock.


This time he corrected himself, fiercely, shaking his mane of dark curls so they lashed against his back. Don’t call him ‘Father’, not anymore. Call him ‘Chief’ and think no more of the past… Think no more. He knew this – that his past was not really his to claim, but there was a time for everything, and the time had come for him to know at least a few things with certainty. He could sense that the boys who were his everyday companions thought he was different from them. And he was, because they had assured pasts, and no doubts and questions about where they belonged and about who their parents were, while he on the other hand was not sure of anything, not even after four winters of being on the run.


Moriya followed the bird with renewed intensity. The brilliant blue-green of the peafowl’s feathers was a stark contrast to the grey rocks, brown boulders and the dry keekar bushes of the Aravallis, the biggest and oldest mountains in these parts. It was difficult to lose sight of the bird – it flew low at times, its wings making slender shadows against the rock, and then rose high, its colours a shimmering green as the day lengthened, the sky turning from a gentle morning blue to a raging gold. Squinting against the harsh morning light, Moriya glimpsed the temple again, closer than before. Built by passing herders, it stood amidst a copse of trees, its stone walls blackened with time and the heat of the desert.


He picked up his bow, the taut bowstring whistling in a shrill imitation of the wind as he drew his arrow across. Did he dare aim his arrow at the bird? For a few moments Moriya toyed with the idea. Then he shrugged and let his arm fall away. The arrowhead grazed his horse’s mane and the animal shuffled in protest. Moriya bent forward, nuzzling its neck in apology. He saw the bird flying away – almost in relief, he thought – heading further south, where the scrubland and the desert gave way to the forests.


He looked around, unsure if his horse could negotiate its way down the rocks and towards the clump of trees. It was young and skittish and would gallop at full tilt on an open stretch of ground, but one wrong step on these old rocks could send them both hurtling down.


He heard the peacock’s call from the forest, which boasted banyan, jamun and amla trees. These were trees of the dry forest, whose brown winter leaves were now turning a golden yellow. Were there two birds hidden among those trees? More? Moriya cupped his hands around his mouth, and soon the air resonated with a melodious, haunting call. Barely had the cry died out when he was rewarded with an answering call from the temple at the edge of the forest. Not one, but two, and then many more. He craned his neck and bent down to pacify his horse, made nervous by the unexpected clamour. The peacocks called again and he saw the branches move as the birds moved about restlessly. Perhaps he should not have disturbed them… Then something else caught his eye.


A tall figure was moving slowly amidst the trees. Moriya became still and watched as the figure limped forward in a fatigued yet determined manner, and a voice from the past flooded his mind – a low, rasping voice that would brook no disagreement, and a pair of glittering, sharp eyes that missed nothing.


The peacocks had brought him here with some intent, Moriya was sure. As he looked on, he calculated that the man would reach the settlement of the cattle-herders, the people Moriya now lived with, by nightfall. Till then he, this traveller from afar, would perhaps rest in the old temple. Moriya dismounted and patted his horse, whispering in his ear as he placed the reins in the creature’s mouth. Go home, he said, go back home. He knew why the other man was here, and Moriya was not going to be taken by surprise – like the last time they had met. In his search for answers, Moriya knew, he would have to be ready to relinquish old attachments.




2


Secret Journeys


That journey with his father held more revelations for Moriya than just his first glimpse of the ethereal green peacock. They had sailed further down the Ganga, the sun sinking in the west, its light a gentle gold on the trees. His father had directed the boat in a distinct southeast direction, and Moriya knew they were headed for Pataliputra, the capital of Magadha, the mighty kingdom ruled by the ruthless Nanda king Mahapadma.


From a distance, the walls of the fortress rose forbiddingly over the lush, thick forest, as though reminding them of Mahapadma’s presence. The late afternoon sun added lustre to the hard brown stones, doing little to ease the menacing appearance of the cave-like windows that jutted out from the highest reaches of the fortress. Cruel and unpredictable, Mahapadma Nanda had expanded his kingdom through intrigue and violence, making it far bigger than when the great kings Bimbisara and his son Ajatashatru had been its rulers two centuries ago. Mahapadma was a man of such great power and strength that it was believed he wrestled with elephants every morning. His footsteps made the earth tremble and his voice, when heard from afar, thundered like a lion’s roar. It was rumoured, in fact, that he kept lions as pets. He was extremely ambitious – the fort grew bigger and his armies did too – but Mahapadma’s quest for more power remained unabated.


When he rose to the throne, the people of Magadha knew they had no enemies to fear. The fort that surrounded the city for miles around was assurance enough of security from invasion. Their fathers and grandfathers had built it, rolling up huge blocks of stone to construct massive walls. With its gigantic columns and forbidding gates, the fort was – along with the surrounding forest, the high mountains to the east and north, and the river Ganga – as sacred to them as the gods they worshipped. It convinced them that, like all their kings, from Bimbisara to Mahapadma Nanda, Magadha was invincible, an empire like none other. But the admiration that the kings had once evoked was now mingled with fear, for to Mahapadma and his sons, the nine Nanda princes, justice and duty came second to supremacy, which they craved at all cost.


This fear had made the people of Magadha incapable of questioning the injustices they witnessed every day and often faced themselves. They knew what had happened to the tribes that had tried to withstand the force of the Nanda armies; how the ancient forests, the free realm of all creatures, were now part of the Nandas’ domain; how hunters were forced to work for the Nanda armies and capture wild elephants to be tamed and trained for war. They knew that anyone who opposed the Nandas or questioned them was killed or picked up and locked in dark dungeons. Some never returned; only a lucky few escaped. They saw how their women, even the free women of the tribes, were made slaves for life, passed from one Nanda prince to another, while the brothers’ lust never satiated. People spoke in hushed whispers of underground cells and deep tunnels where captured rebels were chained and made to guard the treasures that the royals had gathered over the years – treasures they had amassed by levying excessive taxes on the people they ruled and by demanding more than their fair share of crops from peasants.


Moriya and his father were well aware of these cruelties. That day, their boat secured to the overhanging branches of a particularly leafy tree which kept it hidden from view, and the sight of the peacock still fresh in their minds, father and son started moving through the forest. Once in its depths, Moriya dropped down and pushed his ear to the leaf-carpeted earth. He heard the wind blow, the breathing of a thousand and more creatures in the forest, the sound of a leaf drifting down. He knew that if he listened carefully, he would hear a woman crying. That was the sound of injustice.


His father nudged him. ‘We can’t linger, Moriya. Not here of all places.’


They moved on, his father leading the way, deeper among the trees, taking a twisted, ever more difficult path. Through the gaps among the trees, the high walls of the fort appeared closer at every turn. Moriya followed his father wordlessly. He knew how his father had held out against everyone else in the tribe and had not acquiesced to the will of the Nandas, but it seemed they were now heading directly into the oppressors’ domain. They were both armed only with daggers and, if discovered, any contest would be farcical. What did his father intend to do?


The peacocks and other birds were the special upkeep of the Moriyas, the tribe they were part of, the tribe whose very existence was bound to the birds of the forest. They were the birds’ protectors and in a way the keepers of the forest too. But many of their fellow tribesmen were now turning away from that truth. There were some in the tribe who spoke of a compromise with the Nandas. The future of the tribe was at stake if they defied the king, they said. ‘They need birds, and they are rich. Peacocks and pheasants and falcons... It could benefit us if we sold some to them,’ one of Moriya’s uncles said.


‘They need birds that will fight each other to death for their amusement, birds to kill for pleasure,’ his father had replied calmly. ‘Our lives are tied to these birds. We can never betray that bond. They have given us so much. Their feathers are used as delicate quills. Their eggs are ingredients for potions that cure the most resilient diseases. Their beauty and grace gives us happiness. We tame them, teach them to dance to a rhythm so they add to a king’s glory. They are of more use to us than we to them, even the greatest and mightiest of kings must understand that. It is us humans that are far more wretched. We forget these bonds that tie us to every creature on earth.’


‘Your stubbornness will cost us our lives, our livelihoods, and the very animals you seek to protect,’ said another tribesman. ‘What you will not do, their soldiers will. Their elephants will trample through these forests, drive the birds away and then us, too. They prey on the weak, derive their power from emasculating others. And you know this.’


Sensing the futility of more talk, Moriya’s father kept silent, but his mother took a step forward and slapped the face of the man who had spoken. No one said much afterwards. They had always been fiercely loyal to their chief and in their heart of hearts they knew he had the tribe’s best interests in mind. Or so Moriya had assumed.


Now, hiding near the Nandas’ fortress, Moriya looked at his father – a tall, lean man, his face withered and wrinkled, not as much with age as from the years he had spent living out in the open, exposed to the elements. He always had the calm and steady gaze of a man who understood his own morality, a man who knew one kind of cloud from another; who could tell everything about a forest from a fallen leaf; who knew, it was said, the languages of animals.


Now Moriya spoke, unable to stop the question that came unbidden to him. ‘Aren’t you afraid of the Nandas? Their soldiers might find us here any moment.’


‘We don’t have much to pay them,’ his father said, smiling ruefully before sadness descended on his face. ‘And no, I am not afraid. Sometimes a challenge is just not worth it.’ He stopped and turned around to look at Moriya before he resumed his steady pace, saying, ‘Most of the battles we fight are only to satisfy our egos, because we believe ourselves to be more important than the world around us. The biggest battles are those you fight with your soul, when you give up what is dearest to you in the hope of something better in the future, not for yourself but for others.’


Barely had they taken a few more steps when his father stopped abruptly. Moving quickly and soundlessly to the left, he motioned to Moriya to keep low and silent. Slowly, he pushed aside a branch and Moriya crept up behind him to peer over his shoulder. They heard someone’s hesitant steps in the undergrowth and then saw the dim light of a taper making its way towards them. Within moments the father and son were face-to-face with the bearer of the taper. As the light dimmed and then rose around them, Moriya saw that the stranger had a slight limp and a hard unwavering gaze that matched his father’s steady, calm one. His face was unreadable; a face with harshly etched features and a stern jaw, his head held high. Moriya guessed the man was someone of authority – not a king but one who would find it hard to bow to one as well. Moriya made to take a step forward but his father stopped him, one hand held out almost in warning.


‘Is he with you?’ Moriya heard his rasping, cold voice from behind the taper’s half-light. The man stepped forward. In the flickering light of the flame, Moriya saw his face more clearly now. The lines on his forehead had given him a permanent scowl, he had sharp cheekbones and a stubborn chin, and eyes that saw everything yet gave little away. The shawl over his shoulders seemed of the finest cotton and his dhoti, despite being soiled at the edges, glimmered silver in the torchlight. His hair was knotted in the shikha that gave him away as a Brahmin. Moriya peered into the darkness behind the man. No, there were no soldiers accompanying him. This was unusual. He seemed to be a man of some importance, for he was dressed finely, and yet he had come all this way alone.


His father did not utter a word. It occurred to Moriya that his father had come here with precisely this intent, that he knew the man who stood before them, and that it was all part of something he, Moriya, didn’t know yet.


‘Step forward, I want to see you,’ he heard the voice, sharp and unrelenting. The cold eyes had moved their gaze beyond his father, and Moriya understood.


Moriya’s bony shoulder brushed against his father’s as he took a step ahead, and he felt momentarily comforted by the touch. When his eyes locked with the stranger’s, he did not look away but stood firm as the man’s gaze swept over him, scrutinizing him from head to toe. Moriya looked back defiantly and was pleased to see a certain hesitation in the other man’s face. So he had surprised him after all. A moment later, the man turned to his father with a deep sigh, a sound of relief. They stood in silence till the man nodded and his lips twisted into a half smile, which on that harsh face appeared little more than a grimace.


‘Chief of the Moriyas, you came here at a time of great danger and I thank you.’ There was some hesitation before the man inclined his head in his father’s direction, a gesture that acknowledged not his father’s superiority but his greatness. ‘My spies were right. This one is no son of the peacock-tamers.’


Moriya felt his father stiffen beside him. Instinctively, Moriya reached for his dagger but his father laid a hand on his arm and stilled him. He wished he could turn, see the expression on his father’s face, but in that moment it seemed to him that his father, standing only a step away, had receded deep into the maze of trees and become a distant figure.


The stranger snuffed out the taper, striking it against the hard trunk nearest him, and said, ‘We must bide our time now. I will let you know the next step.’ Then he turned and walked away, his unsteady gait making the dried leaves rustle unevenly under his feet.


His father was silent as they made their way back to the river and on to the boat. His mind raging with confusion, Moriya watched the stiff back, the tense outline of a clenched jaw, the whitened knuckles gripping the oar with unusual tension. Eventually, he spoke up. ‘Who was he? Why did he want to see me? How do you know this man?’


It took a while for his father to reply. ‘I do not know what to tell you. Maybe you will find out and maybe you will understand better than I do. But this you should know – sometimes we blame people too readily for things they were not really responsible for. Your mother…’


He saw his father lower his head. The words had caught in his throat, and he shook his head, unable to go on. They rowed the rest of the way without exchanging another word. The gentle splash of the oars in the water and the calls of the forest creatures were the only sounds punctuating the heavy silence as evening gave way to night.


‘Come now. Your mother is waiting, Moriya,’ his father said when they reached their settlement.


They reached home to find his mother about to saddle a horse to go looking for them. She stopped when she saw them and rushed forward, her face taut with anxiety.


‘Where have you been?’ she asked, her voice louder and more high-pitched than Moriya had ever heard. He could see beads of sweat glistening on her brow.


His father only smiled. Gently, he said, ‘Why did you have to worry? I have brought our son back for you. He is safe.’


But from that day onwards, his father changed. The stranger they had met, the one with the hoarse voice and sharp eyes, had said little, but Moriya realized his few words and gestures had revealed something his father had not really wanted to acknowledge.
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When the Moriya tribe made its decision to leave the forest that had provided their livelihood for generations, everyone from his uncles and the other elders to the impudent young men who had once been Moriya’s companions blamed his father. Moriya thought it strange, for his father was gone by then – almost, it seemed to Moriya, as if he had renounced the world in the manner of ancient kings and sages. He had removed himself from their midst in his gentle way and no one, not even Moriya, knew where he had wandered away. But not everyone thought the same of his father’s actions.


‘He should have foreseen this earlier. He was our chief,’ they all said.


‘If only he had not challenged the prince… That was what turned the Nandas against us.’


‘He should not have dared the ruler.’


‘He need not have been so rigid.’


There were no answers to be found, for his father was no longer there. At times anger overwhelmed him, but Moriya kept himself in check. His mother’s warning glances were enough for that. If they could speak freely he knew she would tell him that there was a time for everything, and this was no time for rage.


No one knew if the chief was really dead, only that he left one evening and did not return. A few days later, a mysterious turbaned messenger turned up late at night while the last of the tapers still burnt. It was the time when the rains promised to give way to a bitterly cold winter, and the young calves shivered as they were brought into the warmth. The time, as rumours went, when the end of the great Mahapadma was near. The messenger had wasted no time, his words raised in a half shout, half command, harsh and brooking no opposition.


‘You must leave. Move fast! I have been sent by the minister Vishnugupta...’


There was confusion and chaos as half-awake elders gathered near the fire that burnt all night long at the centre of the camp and the younger boys came straggling up behind them. But Moriya knew the voice and held his breath. This was no ordinary messenger. Besides, he recognized the limp.


‘Do not argue. The existence of your tribe is at peril. Your chief had the temerity to argue before prince Dhana Nanda, the future king. Princes are known to act on a whim and your chief dared to openly oppose one. Do not ask questions, simply leave if you value your safety.’


‘Is he dead?’ It was the loud and clear voice of his mother, Mura, who seemed undaunted by all the perplexed murmuring. She had to know where his father was and Moriya shivered at her sharp tone.


The messenger hesitated, his voice gentler as he replied, ‘We do not know. He was captured by the prince’s soldiers. We have no idea if he is dead or…’


In the silence that descended, Moriya felt that even the wind had fallen quiet. No one was known to have emerged alive from the dungeons of the Nandas. Suddenly, and with an unexpected aggression that belied his limp, the man dragged himself to where Moriya stood. His mother rushed forward, positioning herself between the messenger and Moriya, but the man hardly seemed to notice her presence.


‘You must hurry,’ he hissed in a low, menacing tone. ‘Leave… We will meet again…soon.’ Then he had turned around and hurried away. Moriya stared after him, his eyes refusing to leave the man’s left leg, bent at an awkward angle. The limp, that glance locked into Moriya’s – he knew then that the messenger was not who he had said he was. He was the same man that he and his father had met in the forest. His thoughts in a whirl, Moriya turned to his mother only to see her face suffused with fear, a kind of terror in her wide eyes that he would never want to see again in any human being.


The very next day they had headed for the foothills further to the north, close to the mountains from where the Gandaki and Kosi rivers originated. The Ganga began further upstream but they made sure not to follow that river. It was the most likely route the Nanda soldiers would take to track them down. Instead, they travelled up along the course of the smaller Gandaki. If they were chased they knew they had a chance to escape through the mountain passes and head for the kingdom of the Bhotas, far away from the birds that had sustained them but assured at least of survival.


Moriya led the way with the elders. His already tall and strong body was a reassuring figure as they moved on, alert and wary of the ferocious tribes who guarded the passes through the Himavat mountains and who were known to prey on unsuspecting trespassers, dropping rocks from a height and ambushing them. They were rumoured to have strange pets, too – big snake-like lizards and dogs that could smell enemies from a long way off. But once Moriya led his tribe to the terai region, a stretch of undulating hills and deep valleys that lay just before the higher mountains, they met other friendly tribes – people who lived a life always on the move: hunters, animal-herders, traders and even mendicants.


The parting with his mother had followed soon after. He would be safe with the hunters, she said, the ones who knew by sight and smell the lairs and tracks of the wild cats, the tigers and the cheetahs, and who sometimes tamed them for royal pleasure. They could be ruthless slayers too, and having killed these fierce animals, they treated their skins with plant pigments, turning them into fine royal capes to please royal egos. These were useful skills to pick up, and Moriya picked them up fast, learning at the same time to temper his rage and give nothing away of his feelings as he followed the hunters up the terai paths leading northward, and then turned westward, towards the Punjab. This was where the mountains gave way to the five rivers that watered the Punjab and the hunters passed him on to the cattle-herders. Betrayed by his own tribe, he was now bartered to others, his usefulness measured by what other tribes had to offer. The life of the hunters was one lived close to the mountains, but the cattle-herders moved in search of grass, and now that spring was near, they were headed for the Punjab and the northwest. With spring that year, however, had also come the news of the Yavana emperor and his conquering armies from a distant land, a land that lay beyond the Hindu Kush and even farther across the seas.


Moriya realized then that there had been a reason for everything that had happened – his tribe’s disintegration, his own life lived on the run, and now the presence of an emperor reported to be almost godlike in his powers, against whom no enemy army had a chance. He looked at the sky and the sun, and felt a strange new power surge in his veins as he remembered his mother’s parting words.


‘Some day you will go farther than where I am letting you go. It is destined so, for there runs in your veins also a different blood, part that is mine and part that for now has to be kept a secret. For it brings you immense dangers that you must learn to protect yourself from. When you are on your own you must learn most of all to listen to yourself. Give your trust only to the one who deserves it. You are safe in the forests, on the rough earth. It is the men with power you must be wary of.’ She paused before she said, her voice dropping to a hoarse whisper, ‘You must never let them catch you. Never.’


He knew she meant the Nandas, but there was no time to ask more questions. He knew what they called his mother, those unworthy men who had become chiefs after his father – or rather, the man he would always know as his father – had vanished. They said she was a slave woman, and he, Moriya, the slave woman’s son, was not one of them and would never be. But they said it all behind his back. They wouldn’t dare say it to his face.


He had looked into his mother’s eyes, soft and moist, and she into his, hers blazing with a hidden determination. She had spoken her truth and he had understood, at least in part. One last time, her fingers brushed his shoulder, caressed the mark of the moon, almost crescent like, at the nape of his neck, hidden by his matted locks of hair. For long moments, it seemed, he knelt at her feet. She may have been a slave woman, or whatever else people called her, but she had faith in herself and in her love for the man who was her husband, once the chief of the Moriyas. A love that had made it possible for her to accept her destiny.
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Moriya’s thoughts returned to the present. Looking down at the temple in the clearing, his gaze never leaving the man heading towards it, he quickly assessed the situation. The man he had once met in the forest had evidently travelled a long distance on his own, for Pataliputra was far away. This probably indicated some trouble at the Magadhan court. His gait was slower than Moriya remembered, and he seemed to be dragging his weaker foot as though it were wounded. Something had happened to make him leave Pataliputra. Something had made him travel all this way. Had he come in search of Moriya again? Why? The truth his mother had not been able to fully reveal lay with this man. And this time, Moriya meant to find out what it was.




3


The Man on the Run


In the early morning light, a half-moon still suspended in the sky, the stream was a calm, rippling silver. Weeds had grown through cracks in the cold stone floor of the abandoned temple; a pipal tree had spread its roots generously along the walls, cracking them open in places to entrench itself. The tree’s intrusion had caused part of the roof of the main temple chamber to cave in, and now half of the roof slanted in and remained dangerously poised in mid-air, while the other half, overgrown with the spreading branches of the pipal, held on resolute. In another season or so, the branches would stretch farther to overlook the stream that lay just beyond.


A low, throaty growl made the man look up with a start. On the steps below, he saw a thin mangy dog crouching low, his eyes fixed on three cats staring down at it. The glitter in their silver-green eyes was visible in the near darkness. The man, who till then had called himself Vishnugupta, read greed in their eyes. He hadn’t heard them yowl in the manner cats did when alarmed and their silence, even with its hint of menace, intrigued him. He wondered warily what the cats were waiting for. Such creatures sensed things that mere humans could not.


The animals seemed oblivious to his presence. Which was as it should be, he thought. For those days were gone when his presence created restlessness among men and animals alike.


The sky was lightening rapidly, the pinkish hues at the horizon stretching into swathes of blue. He decided to have his bath and say his ritual prayers before settling down to the task at hand. Looking around at the still earth, watching the smoke from low burning fires drift moodily over the hill that lay between him and the settlement of the cattle-herders, he knew he had finally found the one he had come looking for.


He went down the steps, feeling soothed as his feet touched cold stone. The long distance he had walked had caused the cracks in his soles to run deep. Thorns and stones had cut into them and he had had no chance to tend to them other than to occasionally apply the juice of crushed basil leaves – a helpful instruction shared by the ascetics called the Ajivikas, with whom he had walked during his early days on the run.


Long years in the palace of that miser have spoiled you, he told himself.


Even as he gingerly took his next step, a new pain shot through his right leg. Looking down, he was alarmed to see a swelling between his toes. He would have to prick it on his own using a thorn – a quick process, only momentarily painful. The Ajivikas had taught him this too.


He knew that the journey had only just begun – for him and for the boy destined to be emperor. The boy, he was sure, was now a young man, and far more certain of his destiny than ever before. Or so he hoped. Together, they would defeat the enemies that followed them as well as those who awaited them at every turn. For he knew the Nandas were on his trail and soon they would follow the boy’s too. It was not that difficult, after all, for people such as the cattle-herders travelled on known routes, set and devised from years of nomadic wandering. He had kept close to such routes, on the steps of the wandering saints and lone hunters, and had outwitted the Nanda soldiers thus far. But the two of them, he and the Moriya boy, would evade – and his lips twisted cynically at the thought – even messengers sent by the god of death himself.


He found a spot at the stream where the water was fairly still, flowing gently over the shallow bed. As he leaned over, he caught a glimpse of his shadowy reflection in the grey water. He saw his thin shoulders, and how his face was now framed by long, matted hair that felt hard and dry against his skin. Not too long ago, his hair had been well-oiled and scented, the shikha distinctly knotted, framing his square face. But no more; now his hair fell in hard locks, greying and dull. He had taken an oath to leave his hair this way till the Nandas were defeated and dislodged entirely from Magadha.


The pain between his toes stabbed at him anew and he limped over to the shrubs a little away from the water. Tearing off a thorn, he sharpened it by rolling it on a stone until it became almost needle-sharp. Without giving himself room for further thought, he plunged it into the swelling, now blue-green with accumulated pus. Wincing, he gritted his teeth hard to stop himself from crying out loud. Not that he minded the pain. He had seen cruelty and kindness in equal measure and he knew how useful both were when used in certain circumstances and in small doses. The trick was to always anticipate the circumstance.


He reached for the basil plant that was once worshipped in the temple and now grew neglected and overgrown on the porch. Tearing off some leaves and rubbing them between his hands, he massaged the resulting paste into his wound, its coolness soothing him somewhat. As he felt the pain ebbing away, a sudden movement in the branches behind him made his heart pound. He looked up, just as the cats begin to yowl and, almost simultaneously, a piercing bird call rang out. This was the call of no ordinary bird, but of a peacock that was rare even among its species.


The kings he had left behind were fond of peacock fights. His lips tightened at the thought. If his plans worked out well, their days of debauchery and tyranny would soon be over. He wondered about the boy he had come looking for, the boy who was born to be king. He, Vishnugupta, master strategist and manipulator of the best of men and situations, was but destiny’s tool. It was Moriya of the tribe of peacock-tamers who would write Magadha’s history anew.
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Vishnugupta knew he had put too much faith in his own plans; he had thought of nothing else and had paid the price. For all his machinations against the Nandas, he had never anticipated the envy and jealousy of his opponents who spoke in King Dhana Nanda’s ears. Thus Vishnugupta had never expected the humiliation heaped on him in the palace. He should have been more subtle. After all, he had already met the Moriya chief and the boy in the forests long ago; he had also managed to deliver in time the warning to them, so that they could escape the prince’s wrath with haste. If he had waited, the situation might have been different. But it was not to be. Events moved faster than he had anticipated. With Mahapadma’s sudden death, Dhana Nanda, always power-hungry and far more arrogant than his father, was now king, and things would never be the same for Vishnugupta.


He knew he had been too careless and had paid the price for his overweening confidence. He should have kept his temper in check, reminded himself in the heat of the moment that it was imperative he stay within close quarters of the royal court and strive, despite his unwillingness, to hold the king’s trust till the time was right. Instead, he had exposed himself to ridicule, to accusations of being too stubborn and too ambitious, and so to save himself from certain death by execution, he had been forced to tender an ingratiating apology to that vain and most undeserving of kings, Dhana Nanda. And then he had walked away into self-imposed exile. But he knew Dhana Nanda’s men were never too far away, and that even in Pataliputra, the stories of the boy who had been reared by the tribe of the peacock-tamers were now more than just a rumour. Dhana Nanda and his soldiers would do everything they could to silence those rumours and put an end to the threat forever.


Vishnugupta remembered that morning well, the morning of the debate between him and the visiting scholar from the Chera kingdom in the south. He had been looking forward to pitting his knowledge and learning against his opponent’s, assured and certain that in the end the triumph would be his. As a student at Taxila university, famed for its learned Brahmins, there had been no one who could debate with him and win. There was still no one.


Like every other morning, his wife had filled his pitcher with water and waited by the gate. Just as he was about to step out on to the porch, there came from the distance the sounds of a horse’s whinny and an elephant’s trumpet, in ominous chorus. As he sprinkled the water from the pitcher his wife held out over his forehead, he heard her say, ‘Don’t go out so soon, my lord.’


He looked at her and noted the alarm in her eyes. For a moment he considered assuaging her fears, but realized immediately that he could not afford a delay. He had to get himself ready for the debate; the king and a hall full of spectators were awaiting his arrival. He shook his head and smiled at her, gently touching her cheek. ‘It’s all right. You shouldn’t believe in these things.’


Vishnugupta had prepared for the debate in advance, and knew nothing could go wrong – except that it did, in ways he, even with all his foresight, had not accounted for. Apart from the omens in the morning, the day seemed as usual. The sun glinted on the fort walls, turning it golden brown in places. As he walked down the road to the royal courtroom, through the high archways of the fort, he saw everything had been decorated for the event – marigold garlands on the walls, painted floral patterns festooning the floor and the fragrance of sandal and jasmine everywhere. At the forecourt, elephants stood in perfect order and at a gesture from their mahouts, they raised their trunks in Vishnugupta’s honour as he passed. The drummers stood high on the ramparts, the silk in their turbans glowing orange in the sunlight. Soldiers stood at every column that lined the archway to the courtroom, the tips of their iron spears glinting with a new coat of polish and menace. Vishnugupta stared ahead, adjusted his fine silk shawl over himself and acknowledged the soldiers as they bowed to him, and the rice and rose petals that were sprinkled on him by the palace attendants.


The courtroom was an oblong chamber, lavishly decorated. At one end was the high dais with the king’s throne, still unoccupied, for Dhana Nanda was a late riser, and a step below, arranged in neat rows all down the chamber, were the low seats, with bolsters and cushions, for the king’s advisers, ministers and officials. The colours progressively dulled as one moved down the order, for the lower officials had to be content with dull brown cushions and the roughest of mats. Scarlet curtains draped every open window, attendants stood ready next to pitchers of water and some were at work already, waving their palm-leaf fans. The chamber looked cool and inviting as Vishnugupta stepped in. There was a rustle of clothing as the officials rose to greet him. They bowed low and as he acknowledged the gesture, he felt pride sweep through him. He took in everything with one quick glance: the obeisance of the lower officials, and the hesitation and dark glances the high ministers exchanged before they bowed low in welcome, inclining their heads only at an angle and not as obsequiously as the lower officials. The protocol of greeting was well-entrenched but he missed the hesitation that marked some of these gestures, and did not heed the dark malice in Rakshasa’s eyes as he stepped forward from his place right near the king’s throne to greet Vishnugupta.


He waited, and it was Vishnugupta who moved towards him and bowed first. Rakshasa was the prime minister and deserved the honour of being greeted first. If Rakshasa had noticed the hesitation or even the contempt that Vishnugupta made little effort to hide, he did not show it. He raised his hand to pat Vishnugupta on the shoulder. Rakshasa was the shorter man, and his silken robes swirled and fell off his rounded, oiled shoulders as he did so, the thick gold necklace on his chest heaving with his every move, but Vishnugupta’s mind was already on the debate. Rakshasa’s quick eyes took in everything about Vishnugupta; his lips moved under his thin moustache, and only then did he smile.


Turning aside, Rakshasa pointed to the carpet that had been arranged in the centre of the courtroom, lined with cushions and pitchers of water for the two learned men who would now debate in full view of the court. As Vishnugupta looked on, his rival from the Chera kingdom bowed low and almost mockingly. He returned the gesture before he turned to face Rakshasa again, composing his face suitably to show his respect to someone senior to him in the palace hierarchy. He was surprised by how difficult the effort was.


‘Greetings, O Vishnugupta,’ said Rakshasa. ‘In you now vests the prestige of Magadha and the court. We hope you will acquit yourself with honour and worth.’


There had been signs everywhere and he had missed them. Never before had Rakshasa spoken to him this way. His debating skills, his victory in any contest of learning had always been a foregone certainty, yet Rakshasa’s voice had carried a taunt he couldn’t quite place.


Instead, he allowed himself a thin smile as he replied, ‘Your trust in me is gratifying, Maha Mantri, and I will do my best to live up to it.’


‘Hear, hear,’ said Rakshasa. ‘This time the great Vishnugupta agrees to bring glory to the emperor and not himself.’


Their glances locked and he heard the low subdued laughter that broke out, before it was all drowned by the fanfare of trumpets, the blowing of conch shells and the ululations of the women attendants as the emperor Dhana Nanda walked in. Vishnugupta realized Rakshasa was trying to bait him, but he dismissed it as inconsequential. He missed Rakshasa’s dark glance as they bowed together before the emperor.


Dhana Nanda did not deserve to be king. Of all of Mahapadma’s sons, he was the most worthless. Vishnugupta had come to believe that royal birth was just one criterion for kingship; learning and courage mattered as much or even more. Destiny still had the last laugh though; after Mahapadma’s death, Dhana Nanda had seized the throne. He had already outlived several of his brothers and overpowered the rest. But not for long; Vishnugupta would ensure that. Magadha deserved more righteous rulers than the vain Nandas. Vishnugupta clenched his teeth, reined in his thoughts and waited for Rakshasa to make the announcement. But the emperor looked drowsy, while Rakshasa busied himself in comforting him with obsequious platitudes, and it was only many moments later that Vishnugupta bowed again and took his place on the cushions facing his rival.


The topic of the debate was the duties of a good king. Was a king good if he defended the state, or was he good if he taught his subjects the way of dharma? Was the good king a saint or a warrior?


‘War is an essential duty,’ said the learned man from the Chera kingdom. ‘The king is first and foremost a soldier, leading his men to victory and securing his kingdom from all threats.’


Vishnugupta disagreed. A king’s duty encompassed much more. He was more than a mere soldier; he was the state, or the most powerful and potent symbol of it. He had to be both a soldier who led armies and a saint who upheld dharma, as and when occasion demanded.


‘It depends on the context,’ he had said. A king had to be a step ahead. He had to have foresight and then take action. Politics, he said in the argument that clinched the debate once and for all, meant understanding and anticipating what could happen. A king did not have to be a god or one of the devas to do this but simply be blessed to have trusted advisers who would not desist from giving even unwelcome advice, if it was so needed.


The visiting scholar was left speechless, the listening audience burst out in applause, the emperor too smiled sleepily and Vishnugupta’s victory appeared complete. He blessed the other scholar and advised him to continue learning but not to believe too much in what the old texts said. ‘After all, in politics, learning only helps you trust your own counsel,’ he advised before proceeding with satisfaction and pleasure to take his own place among the king’s council of ministers.


It was already noon and the assembly would disperse in no time. Perhaps that was why Vishnugupta had dropped his guard. He smiled absently as the ministers and officials recounted amongst themselves the debate and its proceedings but it was Rakshasa, rubbing his hands on his thighs, whose voice, silken and cutting, rose above the low murmur and commanded attention.


‘Ah, Vishnugupta, you said all the right things but left much unsaid,’ he said in his quiet voice, deliberating over the words he uttered. ‘You would equate the king with God and yet not so.’


Dhana Nanda sat looking on with a bored expression. Vishnugupta knew the king had had a sleepless night. Spies had reported that the nomadic hunters who had asked for permission to camp in the forests of Magadha had been ordered to supply the palace with some of their women.


Vishnugupta replied calmly, ‘For a king’s subjects, he is God, but he needs the help of well-functioning state machinery – absolute loyalty and devotion from those who serve him. Loyalty that would make them secure, enable them to voice truths necessary for the state’s welfare and not just the king’s. Freedom from fear is far more necessary than the freedom to flatter.’


‘Are you saying that the king’s advisers don’t serve him well enough? That we are parasites, just toadying up to him?’


The answer that came to his lips died away just as quickly: Yes, I do think you are. That you are hypocrites and don’t know the scriptures well. You know only how to flatter him. Instead, he had replied, confident of the knowledge he possessed, ‘The state is like a body and the king is at the centre. Every part of it has to function well and only then can the state be a healthy state.’


But his words were drowned out by a loud burst of familiar laughter. The king, resting on his cushions, was now doubled over, his entire body shaking with mirth. Vishnugupta knew the king occasionally indulged in such reactions to ease himself of boredom. He had in truth followed nothing but as always, his ministers followed Dhana Nanda’s cue. Vishnugupta’s opponent looked sympathetic, but also relieved. The debate was over, and he had no argument to offer. Besides, it was not his place to do so.


Vishnugupta waited for the laughter to subside. Instead, the laughter spread among the lower ministers, the visiting dignitaries, and the court’s attendants too. It was this that first alarmed him. All of the dignitaries aligning with Rakshasa was definitely a sign of conspiracy.


‘O Vishnugupta, this time you have truly surpassed yourself.’ Light filtered in from between the pillars, lighting up Dhana Nanda’s robes and his sparkling jewellery. For a moment, it diminished the sad, sick pallor of his face. He was a shadow of his father, the late Mahapadma.


‘The king is the state.’ This time it was Dhana Nanda who spoke, enunciating every word as silence fell. ‘There is no distinction between the two. That is why the people pay him taxes, because without him they will have no land. There will be no one to protect them, no one to perform sacrifices for them to appease the gods.’
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