
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          A Song of Two Kingdoms

        

        
        
          1, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Ataur Rahman

        

        
          Published by Ataur Rahman, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      A SONG OF TWO KINGDOMS

    

    
      First edition. August 31, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Ataur Rahman.

    

    
    
      Written by Ataur Rahman.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For those who carry the river in their hearts, and for every voice that refuses to kneel.

      

    



  	
        
            
            The palace may burn, the crown may break, but the people do not kneel."
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Chapter One – The Shadow of Empires
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The year was 1788.

London was shrouded in the smoke of its own progress. Tall chimneys belched out clouds that dimmed the skies, and the rumbling wheels of carts carried coal and cotton along narrow, uneven streets. The city glittered with wealth in one quarter and groaned under hunger in another. Merchants counted gold by candlelight while beggars huddled at the corners, clutching their ribs against the chill of the Thames wind.

Among those merchants was Sir Jonathan Carter, a man whose ships carried spices, silks, and opium from the East. He spoke of fortune with a steady voice, but his daughter Elina heard only the hollow ring beneath it. To her, wealth was a prison built of polished wood and locked with iron expectations. She was eighteen, with auburn hair that caught the dim sunlight like fire and a restless spirit that could not be confined to embroidery hoops and polite tea gatherings.

At night, Elina would walk to the window of her father’s grand house and gaze beyond the fog, imagining places her tutors never spoke of—lands of monsoons, temples, and rivers broad as seas. She had read fragments of letters that spoke of Bengal, Madras, and Calcutta. Yet those letters were written in the tone of conquest, not wonder. And something in her heart whispered that there was another truth, a story untold.

Far away, on the banks of the Brahmaputra River, in the princely state of Arunagarh, life beat to a different rhythm. The mango groves bent with fruit, and the call of the temple bells mingled with the drumbeats of village festivals. Yet beneath the songs of harvest lay a deep unease. British agents of the East India Company had begun to mark maps, to measure fields, to turn rice and silk into ledgers and taxes.

In a modest house of clay and lime lived Arunesh, a young scholar with eyes as steady as the river and a voice that carried conviction. He had studied Sanskrit scriptures by oil-lamp and learned Persian poetry under the stars. But lately, his readings had turned toward pamphlets smuggled from Europe—words of liberty, revolution, and rights. He listened to elders speak of the Company’s cruelty, and he knew the day was coming when pens and prayers would no longer be enough.

Two worlds, divided by seas, already in motion toward one another.

Elina’s life of silk gowns and gilded halls was destined to collide with Arunesh’s world of barefoot vows and rising rebellion. The music of two kingdoms—one of commerce, one of tradition—was tuning itself toward a storm.

But for now, in that year of 1788, the girl in London and the scholar in Arunagarh did not know each other’s names. They only felt the pull of unseen threads—threads woven by history, by destiny, and by the relentless hunger of empires.

And somewhere, in the silence between the chimneys of London and the temples of Arunagarh, a story had begun.
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Chapter Two. The Merchant’s Daughter
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The morning opened with a pale sky and a damp chill that crept in under the doors of the Carter house. Elina woke before the servants and listened to the city as it shrugged itself into action. From the far streets came the clatter of pails and the calls of rag men. A bell from a riverside chapel tolled a slow note that seemed to hang above the chimneys. She rose, wrapped a shawl about her shoulders, and crossed to the window.

Fog sat heavy over the Thames. The water looked like a sheet of tarnished metal, broken here and there by oars that flashed and vanished. Elina pressed her palm against the cold glass. Out there were ships with names her father spoke like a prayer. The Indiaman Pride. The Gallant Hope. The St. Helena. Those names had paid for the thick rugs beneath her feet, for the walnut staircase, for the gilt mirror that showed her face framed by a drift of auburn hair.

Mrs. Paget, the housekeeper, tapped at the door and brought in a tray. Bread, jam, a wedge of white cheese, tea that smelled strong enough to set a faint heat moving in the blood. Elina thanked her and followed the steam with her eyes. She asked for one thing more. The tray of letters that had arrived late the previous night.

Mrs. Paget hesitated, then nodded. She knew better than to keep papers from the master’s daughter. Elina had a way of reading that was quiet yet fierce. She did not peck and cluck at words like other young ladies. She walked into them and did not come back until she had found what she wanted.

The letters were tied with blue cord. Elina cut the cord with a nail file and sorted the envelopes by the angle of the hand and the color of the wax. Weavers in Spitalfields wrote to Sir Jonathan Carter about delayed payments. A partner in Bristol argued over insurance for a ship that had limped home in a storm. A clerk from the Company offices sent a neat list of new customs rules. And then there was a packet with a smear of river silt on the corner and a broken seal. Inside lay several sheets of cheap paper, covered in a fast hand that crowded the margins.

She read. It was a report from a junior factor in a port on the eastern coast of India. He wrote of a dispute over a storehouse, of salt and silk, of a crowd that had gathered and would not disperse. He wrote of a man’s back cut to ribbons for stealing rice. The factor called it discipline. Elina read that word twice and felt the room tilt a little.

She looked up as her father entered. Sir Jonathan brought with him the smell of cologne and damp wool. His face was ruddy, his hair powdered to a polite frost. He kissed his daughter’s forehead and reached for the letters in her lap.

You have started without me, he said with a smile.

You were late last night, she replied. I did not wish to wait and I did not wish to wonder.

He glanced through the packet and placed it back on the tray. Routine matters. Do not trouble yourself.

The word routine fell between them like a pebble into deep water.

At breakfast a guest arrived, a member of Parliament with a waistcoat embroidered to within an inch of its life. He and Sir Jonathan spoke of a trial that would open in Westminster Hall, a long affair that had already set the city buzzing. They spoke of governors and judges, of fortunes won and lost upon the tides of the East. Elina ate little and listened much. Her father praised prudence. The member praised reform. Their voices crossed like swords wrapped in velvet.

After the dishes were cleared, Elina asked to go down to the river. Sir Jonathan frowned, then nodded. He sent a footman to accompany her. She thanked him, put on her bonnet, and set her steps toward the water.

The riverfront was a world unto itself. Crates piled high, ropes frayed smooth by years of salt and strain, parrots in cages, sailors from every shore and tongue. The air tasted of tar and orange peel and wet rope. Elina paused at the edge of a wharf as a group of men carried bales branded with a flame shaped mark. Cotton, someone said near her shoulder. Another voice replied, No, silk, for the Company. A young man in a gray coat, ink on his fingers, jotted figures on a slate and muttered them to himself.

A cry rose from a small knot of bystanders. A boy had slipped between two boats and seized a post with both hands. For a breath it seemed he would be crushed. A sailor lunged, caught the lad by the collar, and hauled him up dripping and white. The crowd cheered. Elina felt the sound in her chest like a drum. The boy coughed and coughed, then laughed from sheer relief, and his laugh loosened something inside her that had been tight since morning.

She moved on along the wharf and stopped before a cart where a man was selling painted miniatures. Above the miniatures hung a string of small wooden charms. A leaf cut of dark wood, a fish, a wheel, a bell. An old woman beside her touched the leaf and said softly, Neem. She said it as if it were a prayer, then walked on with eyes that looked far beyond London.

Elina bought the leaf. It lay warm in her palm and smelled faintly of resin. As she turned, the charm slipped from her hand and skittered across the boards to the boot of a stranger who had been reading a bill posted on a beam. He stooped at once and lifted the charm with a careful touch.

Forgive me, he said. His voice held a roundness that did not belong to the river. His hair was black and straight, his eyes dark. His coat was plain but well cut, the coat of a clerk or translator in honest work.

Elina took the charm and thanked him. She could not help asking, Do you know what it is supposed to mean?

He smiled. In my country we hang it for protection. For the doorway. For the child’s cradle. For the traveler.

Is it foolish, then, if I keep it?

It is not foolish to want a blessing, he said. He bowed and moved away into the crowd, and she found herself standing with the little leaf pressed hard against the life in her wrist.

When she returned home the afternoon had deepened. Men came and went in the front room. There were maps spread on the table and a smell of sealing wax. Elina slipped into the library and pulled down a book that spoke of ancient laws. She read of a thing called justice and wondered where it lived. She thought of the factor who had written discipline in his letter. She thought of the boy hauled from the river by a hand that did not hesitate.

When the lamp was lit and the household had gone quiet, she untied her hair and stood before the mirror. She saw a face both certain and uncertain. She slid the neem leaf onto a ribbon and knotted it at her throat. The charm rested where the beat of her heart was easiest to touch. She slept with the window cracked to the river sound.
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Chapter Three. The River Oath
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Rains had come to Arunagarh and gone again, leaving the fields glittering with new green. The Brahmaputra rolled broad and brown, shouldering sandbars and snags as if the river were a living beast that did not care for the rules of men. At dusk the sky blushed and cooled, and the lamps in the town began to appear one by one, tiny stars fallen to earth.

Arunesh walked a path that ran close to the water. He greeted a fisherman who was mending his net with fingers quick as birds. He stopped to buy a handful of roasted gram from a woman whose smile flashed like a blade when she haggled. The smells of his town were a comfort to him. Tamarind and smoke. Wet earth. Cow dung pressed and drying to fuel. A pot of jaggery bubbling like a secret.

From the temple there floated a melody on the evening air. Bells at first, then the slow swell of voices. A group had gathered in the courtyard, men and women seated together, hands clapping a rhythm that rose and fell like breath. Nearby, at the edge of the bazaar, a fakir sat in a small patch of shade and sang a song of longing in a voice that seemed to have been dipped in honey and sorrow. Children ran between the two gatherings and took both songs in as if their ears had always been made to hold them.

Arunesh felt the weight of that music in his chest. He went on toward the old banyan that overlooked a small ghat. Roots reached from its branches to the earth like the arms of a family that refused to let go. Beneath the tree an elder named Raghav waited, a man with silver hair and eyes clear as morning.

You are late, the elder said without reproach.

I stopped for a song, Arunesh answered.

That is a good reason, said Raghav. Sit.

A few others arrived in ones and twos. A potter with clay under his nails. A weaver whose fingers were stained with indigo. A monk with the dust of the road in the fold of his robe. A widow who carried herself with the quiet of one who has stood all seasons and remains. They greeted one another as neighbors and sat in the half circle that the shape of the roots suggested.

Raghav spoke first. Word has come from the southern ferries. Company men have taken grain from the storehouse and call it tax. They promise to pay later, always later. People are eating the seed meant for next year’s planting.

A murmur went through the half circle. The widow said, They took the jar from my sister’s shelf and left her with a smile as thin as a knife.

Arunesh drew a breath and then another to steady his voice. The river teaches us to wait and to move in the same moment. We have waited. Now we must move.

How, said the potter. With what.

With one another, said Arunesh. With our small refusals that become one refusal. We pay what is fair and only that. We sell to our own before we sell to the Company. We send word along the river to every village that will hear it. We carry news faster than their guns. We learn to read their letters and we send our own in a hand they cannot trace.

Raghav nodded. And if they beat us for it.

Then we stand again, said Arunesh. He swallowed and looked at the faces turned toward him. We do not make war on our neighbors because they speak another prayer. We do not burn. We do not take what is not ours. We keep our oath to the river and to the land.

From the path above the ghat came the sound of hoofbeats. A small body of men passed, armed and riding without haste. At their front rode a tall English officer with an impassive mouth and a brow that could furrow, if he let it. Captain Richard Wells did not look down to the banyan, yet he knew the voices were there. He felt the tension in the air like a string drawn close to breaking, and for a strange instant he had the sense of a path diverging under his horse’s feet, one path straight and well marked, the other leading into trees and questions.

After the riders had gone, the monk spoke. I have walked south and east these last months. Everywhere men say the same words. We are tired. We are hungry. We are not children. They are not yet brave enough to put those words into one mouth. Perhaps that is our work.

Raghav rose and placed his palm against the rough bark of the banyan. If this is to be our work, let us speak like workers and not like ghosts. Let us name what we do.

They stood. They formed a full circle now, hands touching hands, and looked toward the river. The last light lay along the water like a piece of silk left to soak. Raghav began, his voice steady and simple.

By the river that feeds us, I swear to keep faith with my neighbor, no matter his name for God. I swear to refuse what is unjust and to give what is due. I swear to carry news with care and to keep silence where speech would betray. I swear to teach a child to read and to teach a woman to write, and to learn from both. I swear to lift a hand to help before I lift a hand to strike. If I fail, let the river judge me.

Each in turn spoke the oath. When it was Arunesh’s turn, the words did not feel like words. They felt like the river had placed a weight in his mouth and asked him to carry it with honor. He spoke them and felt heat behind his eyes. The widow spoke last and her voice did not tremble.

They broke the circle and sat again. Fireflies rose from the grass and trembled in the air. From the town came the sound of a drum. The weaver said softly, If the Company hears of this.

They will hear, said the monk. Nothing this clean can stay hidden long.

The elder smiled and his smile held sadness. Then we must be ready to meet them with our best selves.

At that moment a boy came running down the path, panting and bright with worry. He bowed awkwardly and stammered the news. Two men had been taken at the southern ferry for refusing to carry crates to the Company store. They had been tied for the lash the next day.

Arunesh stood so fast that the movement surprised even him. Who is in command at the ferry.

The boy gulped air. An English captain. A tall one. The men who serve him say he is fond of rules.

Captain Wells, said Raghav, and his brows drew together. He is not cruel by sport. He is a man of the line.

Lines can be bent, said the widow.

Or redrawn, said the potter.

Arunesh looked at the river. He thought of words written in London about liberty and trial, of speeches that had crossed oceans in small ships and grown loud in his head. He thought of the faces beside him under the old tree. Tomorrow we go, he said. We will go not with fire but with witnesses. We will bring elders and a drum and a prayer. We will ask, and we will not move from the asking.

Raghav placed a hand on his shoulder. The river is with those who stand where they must.

That night Arunesh could not sleep. He lay on his mat and listened to the roof creak, to a dog bark twice in the lane, to the tiny sound of a mouse that did not fear him. He saw in his mind the shape of the ferry, the square of the yard, the post where the lash would fall. He saw also a face he did not yet know, the face of a woman looking out over water with a small wooden leaf at her throat.

Far away in London, Elina dreamed of heat and rain and a long brown river that spoke in a tongue older than law. She woke with the sound of a drum in her ears and could not tell if it came from the street or from the shadows of her heart.

The story moved, though no one could see it move. A ship loosened its moorings. A horse stamped in its stall at dawn. A printer set type in a line that might change a mind. The river kept on, patient as ever, bearing secrets and rice and song toward the wide mouth where all waters meet.
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Chapter Four – The Trial at the Ferry
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The morning broke with a sky of pale brass, heavy and still, as though the air itself waited for something to happen. Along the southern ferry of Arunagarh, a crowd gathered—men with turbans wound tight against the heat, women with infants on their hips, boys carrying clay pots of water for the journey. They had come not for trade or travel but to witness.

At the center of the yard stood two bamboo posts, each set firm in the ground. Ropes hung slack from them, rough against the breeze. The men who were bound there were farmers—brothers, by the look of their broad cheekbones and the same determined eyes. Their crime, the Company clerk declared, was refusing to carry crates of salt under orders. For that, the lash.

Captain Richard Wells sat astride his horse a little apart, his face unreadable. He wore the red coat without ornament, his saber polished but still sheathed. The clerk, thin and sharp as a quill, read the charge again in a nasal tone. Behind him, sepoys stood in stiff rows, muskets glinting. The sun caught on the barrels like teeth.

Into this tense yard walked Arunesh, followed by Raghav, the potter, the widow, and a line of villagers that grew longer with each step. They carried no weapons. A drum sounded once, slow and steady, as if to remind everyone of the heartbeat they shared. The sound unsettled the clerk, who frowned and barked for silence. But the drum continued, neither fast nor loud, simply present.

Arunesh bowed slightly toward the officer. “Captain,” he said in a voice that carried. “We come as witnesses. These men are our neighbors. They have tilled our soil, sung our festivals, carried their share. We ask that they be freed.”

The clerk snapped, “This is not your concern. The Company law is clear. Refusal is rebellion, and rebellion must be punished.”

Captain Wells turned his head slowly toward the villagers. His eyes, gray and tired, rested on Arunesh. He had seen such faces before—faces of men who asked for fairness when fairness was inconvenient to rule. Something in their calmness unsettled him more than anger ever could.

“They are not soldiers,” Arunesh continued. “They are farmers. What honor is there in breaking their backs for a load of salt that feeds another man’s table across the sea?”

A murmur rippled through the crowd. Women lifted their infants higher, so they too might see the moment.

The clerk spat on the ground. “Captain, you must give the order.”

For a long breath, Wells said nothing. He felt the sweat slide beneath his collar, the weight of his horse shifting beneath him. His training told him the law was the law, and his duty was to uphold it. Yet the circle of villagers, standing in silence except for the slow drumbeat, pressed on his conscience like unseen hands.

Finally, he dismounted. His boots struck the dust with a dull thud. He walked to the posts where the brothers stood bound. The younger of the two lifted his chin, unafraid. Wells drew his saber, and for a moment the clerk smiled, certain justice would be done.

But instead of raising the blade against the prisoners, Wells swung it down on the ropes. With one swift cut, the bindings fell loose. The crowd gasped.

“You are free,” he said. His voice was even, though inside it shook. “Return to your homes. But remember—freedom is heavy. Carry it wisely.”

The clerk shouted, outraged. “Captain! You will answer for this—”

But his words were drowned by the roar of the crowd. Not a roar of violence, but of joy. The villagers surged forward, lifting the brothers onto their shoulders, singing as if a victory had been won. The drumbeat quickened, not of war, but of celebration.

Arunesh met Wells’s gaze across the yard. For a fleeting moment, there was no enemy between them, only two men who understood the fragile weight of choice. Arunesh pressed his palms together in silent thanks. Wells gave a curt nod, then turned on his heel, mounting his horse once more.

As the Company troops shifted uneasily, Wells raised a hand. “Stand down,” he commanded. His men obeyed, though confusion flickered in their eyes.

By the time the crowd spilled back into the lanes, the story had already grown larger than the truth. Some said the officer had seen a vision of the river goddess. Others swore he had been bewitched by the drum. Whatever the tale, it carried faster than boats on the Brahmaputra. And with it carried a dangerous seed: the belief that even the Company could bend.

That night, under the banyan tree, Arunesh and the others gathered again. The widow spoke first.

“They will not forget this, Arunesh. The Company will answer.”

“Yes,” Arunesh said softly. “And so will we. But now, the people know they have a voice. Once a voice is heard, it cannot be unlearned.”

Above them, fireflies flickered like a constellation being drawn by unseen hands. The river whispered against its banks, carrying the day’s story onward, down to the sea and out to the world.
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Chapter Five – The House of Debates
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The city of London was alive with noise, though not the noise of celebration. Carriages rattled over cobblestones, their wheels splashing through the filth that no amount of sweeping could clear. Vendors shouted their wares, the smell of roasted chestnuts mingled with horse dung, and street boys darted between legs like restless shadows. Yet beyond all that, the greatest noise was talk—talk of scandal, of misrule, of India.
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