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Twilight. The royal palace of Gobha, typically bustling with the activities and chatter of its residents, stands in eerie silence.


Tragedy has struck. Old King Sadhukumar has just arrived with his retinue after consigning the headless body of Mriganko, the prince of Gobha and king of Kumoi–Boghora, to flames. The kings and royal representatives of the neighbouring provinces stand alongside Sadhukumar, joined by countless subjects of Gobha.


The field in front of the palace is filled with citizens who are inconsolable over Mriganko’s death. King Sadhukumar, after comforting all of them, meets a council of loyal and friendly neighbouring kings to discuss how to tackle any potential political challenges brought on by the valiant King Mriganko’s untimely death. There is no other choice.


No. He cannot grieve his son’s loss yet. If he breaks down, chaos will reign the kingdom. The neighbouring rulers are seething with anger at King Jokanko of Khola for killing Mriganko.


As the son of the Gobha king and later as the ruler of Kumoi and Boghora – two kingdoms under Gobha’s dominion – Mriganko was part of various political councils. He had gained admiration for his valour, especially after setting up a kingdom in the distant land of Komota. He had grown to attain almost mythical status, much like his parents Konsari and Sadhukumar.


In the vast expanse of Gobha, and among the tribes to the


north and south of the Brahmaputra, who has not heard of Mriganko? All of Gobha and the other Laloong kingdoms were proud of him.


Now, the Khola king’s act of assassinating Mriganko without any provocation has angered not only the neighbouring rulers but also the people of Gobha. They want to jointly attack his kingdom.


Moved by Sadhukumar’s earnest pleas, they ultimately abandon the idea, instead choosing to cut all political and economic ties with Khola. The old king is disturbed by this decision, unwilling to subject Jokanko to distress.


Despite the Khola king murdering his only son, Sadhukumar holds no ill will towards him. He knows that revealing his reasons would instantly calm everyone, including the agitated kings and subjects. Yet he remains silent.


For Konsari, a woman who commands the respect and dignity of a queen without the crown, has forbidden him from making the truth public. Sadhukumar can defy her wishes, but he lacks the will to do so. With patience and political wisdom, he tries to persuade the crowd patiently to not see Khola as their common enemy or unite against it.


Gradually, the noise emanating from the crowd subsides. One by one, the neighbouring rulers bid their farewells.


By the time Sadhukumar says goodbye to the last king, discusses the customary karam rites of the deceased with the loro – the chief priest – and mounts the elephant towards the old capital –


Amsai Marjong – dusk has given way to nightfall.


Inside the private bed chamber of the main palace, Konsari sits on a dishevelled bed. All alone. The expansive royal palace is cloaked in stillness. The mustard-oil earthen lamps burn here and there, seemingly imploring the oppressive darkness to go away.


In the light of lamps burning inside Konsari’s chamber, the darkness of the night has dissipated. But it cannot take away the intensity of her suffering. Its traces are evident on her face. Throughout her entire being. It is as if her withered existence has been wrapped with a faded shroud of anguish. Konsari sits with her shrunken and withered hands embracing her knees, her head resting upon them. Her long tresses, once tied in a knot, now lie scattered over her shoulders. Partly undone.


Konsari resembles a discoloured portrait by a mournful artist. Coloured, yet devoid of colour. Alive, yet lifeless. She is exhausted by the burden of painful memories accumulated over countless years of suffering. Cold as stone. Motionless. Limp.


Until today, she has never been seen in this state. When she first set foot in the land of Gobha, Konsari had just reached maidenhood. Having spent so much time in Gobha, the beautiful young girl has now become a grandmother – Abi Konsari. Almost all the people from Gobha, Dimoruwa, Nelly, Bhuyan and other subsidiary and neighbouring provinces know of her. They regard her as a living icon – a wise and compassionate woman who has sacrificed her life for the welfare of society.


In times of crisis, the people approach Abi Konsari with the same faith and hope they have in their King Sadhukumar. Abi Konsari and Deoraja Sadhukumar’s liberal and considerate attitudes have made this a powerful and prosperous kingdom. Similarly, under the joint leadership of Gobha and Jaintia, all the nearby provinces have co-existed harmoniously without major conflict. Recently, however, Konsari has somewhat detached herself from social responsibilities. She is now engrossed in reading scriptures and spinning yarn. Her political involvement has become limited to only the most pressing matters.


In fact, ever since Mriganko’s return from Komotapur, Konsari’s zeal for work has significantly waned. As if age, coupled with some painful experiences, has sapped all her desire to work.


Nevertheless, in some respects, she remains unchanged. Composed. Serene and cheerful. No one has ever seen her break down in sorrow. Or become paralysed by grief. With dignity and patience, Konsari has faced every catastrophe, endured every moment of acute suffering.


With her living alone in the main palace of Gobha, and Sadhukumar at Amsai Marjong, they seem to have transformed into two ancient fig trees – tolerant, enormous, unwavering.


The Tiwashas, residing in the vast region bordered by the Brahmaputra in the north, Dimoria in the west, Bor-amoli in the south, Khagorijan in the east and others, have nearly erased from their memories the stunning image of the youthful Konsari. They have forgotten that old Abi Konsari was once a delicate maiden. That she had possessed exquisite and incomparable beauty. A languid body that could allure even the gods in heaven.


The remnants of her ageless beauty are still visible upon her. Her golden skin, silky black hair reminiscent of a serpent’s body, eyes as deep as a lagoon and the captivating stature of a fairy remain almost unchanged. Only her wrinkled skin tells the tale that her beauty is but a gilded reflection of the past.


She had felt very awkward when she first draped herself


in the native Tiwa kasyong phaskai. Whenever she ventured outside the palace, passersby would stare at her and whisper: ‘Look, look, she resembles a goddess – like a gossani – she’s wearing our native clothes, our banath-bathu. But she doesn’t look like a mekdo’ at all. She resembles us Laloongs.’


Amused by these remarks, her maid-in-waiting Xunzira, the margi khamsamai, had chimed in: ‘Do you know what the people are saying, Pai? They think you don’t look like a mekdo’.’


‘What exactly is mekdo’?’


‘An outsider, a foreigner. They are so happy to see you in our banat-bathu. You look ravishing in it, Pai.’


Konsari had laughed and said, ‘Wearing the native clothes is not enough, Xunzira. It is also necessary to speak the native tongue. I intend to learn from you.’


‘Please don’t embarrass me, Pai. I’m an illiterate, ignorant khorla. I am a khamsamai working for Deoraja, our divine king, to attend to your needs. What can I teach you?’


‘No, no, Xunzira, you must not speak that way. Is there a distinction between high and low in your society? If I am your pai, your elder sister, then you are my younger sister. What do you call your younger sister?’


‘Nannao.’


‘May I call you Nannao?’


‘Of course. But how can a khamsamai be referred to as a nannao? It will make the deoraja cross with me.’


‘Don’t you think your deoraja is above such trivialities?’ Konsari burst out laughing.


‘Where will you find a mathinegiri, a keeper of the land, like our deoraja? He, like the syonai that appears in the night sky to illumine the earth like day, has also illuminated our mathi, our land. We are blessed to have him,’ Xunzira said, joining both her palms in obeisance to the deoraja.


However, those incidents occurred many years later, long after Konsari’s arrival in Gobha. Soon, her son Mriganko had to leave for the dekachang, which housed the unmarried young men of the kingdom.


During the period before and after Mriganko’s birth, Konsari had never worn the kasyong phaskai. She used to wear riha, mekhela and chador made from fine cotton yarn, the traditional Assamese clothing. Sadhukumar had them woven and brought from the nearby villages by Xunzira. The shimmering mekhela and riha made from paat silk, embroidered with gold flowers, their dazzling threads deftly obtained from the larvae of caterpillars fed with panchopa leaves. Each strand, each fibre retained its rich glory, neatly tucked inside the cane chest given to Konsari by Sadhukumar. The sheer mist-like chador imported from Manipur, wrapped with a coarse-yarned eri scarf, was also neatly folded and placed in the same chest. In one corner lay the bejewelled gold ornaments wrapped in cotton cloth, untouched to this day.


Konsari has not shown them to anyone until now. She herself hasn’t looked at them either. Most of the people who’ve seen those clothes are no longer alive. Sadhukumar, the king of Gobha, is one of the few remaining. Even Xunzira has never laid eyes on them. But then, she had arrived in Gobha much later. Sadhukumar had found her after searching for an interpreter who spoke the Laloong dialect for Konsari. Xunzira’s first glimpse of Konsari was of a woman draped in a Laloong Mang-anthla, riha and eri scarf. Hesitant, uneasy and lonely. She had stared at Konsari in awe from the doorway, forgetting to even pay her respects.


‘What are you staring at? Go, go to Her Highness. Do as I have told you, understand?’ Sadhukumar had said from the threshold. ‘Your Highness, this is Xunzira,’ he said, looking at Konsari and greeting her. ‘She’s fluent in both your and our dialects. She’ll be by your side and help with your chores. If you have any trouble, please let me know.’


Then, leaving Xunzira with Konsari, Sadhukumar had walked out. At that time, he lived in the main palace of Gobha. A few days later, he went to live in the palace of Amsai Marjong, where he resides to this day. Occasionally, Sadhukumar visits the main palace where Konsari now lives, but he never enters her private chamber. He exits from the hall itself, like a guest. He talks to Konsari only when necessary. As does she with him.


It is a peculiar bond – born out of a combination of respect, friendship and affection, distant yet close, close yet distant.


Konsari frequently visits Amsai Marjong. Whenever she encounters confusion, fear or struggles to find solutions to her problems, she goes to Amsai Marjong. It is as if the solution to


every hurdle, every obstacle that Konsari faces lies with


Sadhukumar, a man with a mind as deep and steady as the Brahmaputra. She feels sheltered. Secure. As if her task is only to take from him. If it weren’t for Sadhukumar’s generosity, Konsari, bestowed with the honour of a queen despite not being one in reality, would have long been buried in anonymity and disgrace. She would have had to give up her royal lifestyle and the perks that come with it.


In fact, Konsari had set foot on the soil of Gobha as Sadhukumar’s property. Her future at the palace was dependent on his whims. How weak she had been. How vulnerable and defenceless. If he had wished, Sadhukumar could have demanded her desirable body, commanded slavish loyalty from her, usurped all that a woman possesses.


But he did not.


He had left for Amsai Marjong, leaving behind a lifetime of mortification and endless agony for her. Konsari should have been able to surrender wholeheartedly without fear of force. Sadhukumar had earned her trust after a long trial period. Nonetheless, Konsari remained uneasy, unable to express her liking and gratitude for Sadhukumar before him. She couldn’t bring herself to say anything to him. She couldn’t ask for forgiveness or love – nothing at all. In two separate palaces, thousands of futile nights passed by, thousands of days of solitude.


During this period, she became a living legend among the non-Aryans north of the Brahmaputra. It was due to her physical attributes, distinct from those of non-Aryans, combined with her remarkable past and selfless present, that her unique persona slowly emerged. Even today, among the Laloongs, Jaintias, Mikirs, Kacharis, or for that matter in any of the royal families, no woman can rival Konsari’s splendour. The only exception is in the neighbouring Bhuyan kingdoms, where there are a handful of women like her, but they remain confined to the four walls of their homes. Never seen in public.


Not Konsari. No one could restrict her movements. As a prominent woman in Gobha, she actively participated in the affairs of the kingdom. The women of Gobha, as a whole, led unrestrained lives, engaging in various outdoor activities, including farming. This is why Konsari had captured everybody’s attention. They all stare at her, speechless in awe. Her tall stature, molten gold-like complexion, aquiline nose and elongated eyes, while wearing a kasyong phaskai, had earned Konsari the title of an unparalleled beauty.


Earlier, Xunzira would often say, ‘It’s easy to tell you are a mekdo’. What is the point of wearing our banath-bathu and adorning your ears and hands with ornaments like the throng-phaila of the Laloongs, Pai? Can clothes and ornaments truly alter your appearance?’


Konsari would laugh in amusement and reply, ‘Just wait and see if I resemble a Laloong or not. Make sure you keep showing me everything the right way. Don’t forget to correct me if I make any mistakes, Nannao.’ She had never considered Xunzira her maid. In Konsari’s unfamiliar, sad and lonely life, confined among the previously unseen and unknown people of Gobha, Xunzira, who was of the same age and came from a frontier village, entered like a breath of fresh air. Their ability to communicate in their own language made Konsari feel as if the vivacious Xunzira was her closest relative.


Every night, Konsari’s heart would race, wary of hearing the sound of Sadhukumar’s approaching footsteps. She almost insisted that Xunzira sleep beside her. When she gazed at the sleeping figure of Xunzira sprawled out on the floor at night, Konsari felt as if she was with God.


After that, her days changed. Sadhukumar left to live at


Amsai Marjong. Konsari abandoned the riha-mekhela in favour of the kasyong phaskai, transforming into a solemn, responsible and cheerful woman fluent in the Laloong dialect. Despite her best efforts to blend into Tiwasha society, donning native costumes and ornaments, it was clear that she was not fully integrated among the Tiwashas. She remained different – an Aryan.


Now, age has caught up with Konsari. She is lovingly known as the ‘abi’, meaning grandma. But regardless of her age, she exudes the quintessential Aryan radiance.


Aryan . . . Aryan . . . How many springs had gone by since this word had last been heard. Perhaps Abi Konsari can hardly remember how many Sogra festivals, Langkgon phujas or Yangly phujas were celebrated on this land. The days when the word ‘Aryan’ frequently resonated now felt like a dream. Even the once mighty King Pratapchandra appears unreal. The existence of Queen Chandraprabha, the royal Mahishi, within the innermost recess of the distant fortified golden kingdom of Pratappur, seems illusory – a dream.


Mahishi . . . Mahishi . . .


Aryan . . . Aryan . . .


Those two words were uttered by King Pratapchandra with the air of sacred chants. He lovingly called his newlywed bride ‘Mahishi’. Filled with pride for his Aryan ancestry as a Kshatriya, he often introduced himself arrogantly as the supreme leader of the Aryans. His entire existence revolved around his kingdom and Chandraprabha.


Pratapchandra possessed the typical Kshatriya obsession with expanding his kingdom’s borders. As a result, he, a descendant of the Aryan–Kshatriya king Dharmapal who had immigrated from Gaur, had grown his kingdom from Biswanath to Majuli. He earned the loyalty of those living along the banks of the Dikhow river. However, this passion had somewhat faded after his marriage to Chandraprabha, who seemed to have captivated him with her irresistible beauty.


Chandraprabha’s silk attire, adorned with intricate motifs of gold and silver that shimmered like sunshine, her gold jewellery studded with precious gems and her complexion resembling molten gold, created an ethereal magnificence that had deeply enchanted Pratapchandra’s heart. He refused to travel anywhere without his queen, often even adjourning royal assemblies to spend time with Chandraprabha in their private quarters.


How young Chandraprabha must have been back then! Their wedding took place shortly after King Sompal’s death. As a new bride entering the inner quarters of Pratapgarh, she was a simple, compliant, gentle and naive young girl on the cusp of adulthood, having just left her adolescent years behind. Raised with the belief that a husband should be worshipped like a god, Chandraprabha would touch his feet every morning before touching her own to the ground. She considered it her sacred duty to serve him with utmost devotion, and dedicated herself to his service. Under the overwhelming love of the mighty Pratapchandra, her blossoming body unfolded into a fully bloomed lotus. Pratapchandra himself transformed into a doting husband, an impassioned admirer of his mahishi.


Perhaps the passion was a little excessive. The emotions were also a little excessive. At times, Chandraprabha, who had grown up in a more open-minded environment, felt stifled by her husband’s love. She would often ask herself, gazing at her reflection in the gold mirror, ‘Am I really so beautiful?’, wondering why the king was so fascinated with her. Every intimate moment overflowed with Pratapchandra’s unbridled passion, adoring gaze and gushing compliments. He would often tell her, ‘I have seen many beautiful women, Mahishi, but none as captivating as you. You are unique. Extraordinary. Matchless. Are the fairies of Amaravati more gorgeous than you? Perhaps not.’


Though secretly pleased with such lavish praise, the maiden Chandraprabha would almost faint from embarrassment. ‘I’m more fortunate than you, O Son of Aryans. Not many women have the good fortune to be married to a handsome, heroic king,’ she would respond.


Chandraprabha’s humility and contentment brought satisfaction to Pratapchandra. The pride of possessing and pleasing a sensual woman with his youthful manhood radiated on his face. He would tell her, ‘You deserve the honour of being the empress of this vast empire, Mahishi. You are queen to the most powerful ruler, Pratapchandra. Through you, the descendant of King Dharmapal will enter this world, carrying forth the lineage of our glorious Aryan ancestry. Prepare yourself to bring even greater glory to the Jitari dynasty with your virtuosity and magnificence.’


Embracing Queen Chandraprabha, Pratapchandra drowned her in love. However, beneath that love, the arrogance of a Kshatriya male concealed a hint of insecurity. Some unjustified suspicion. Pratapchandra did not seem very sure about his own masculinity or his ability to satisfy her. On occasion, his excessively possessive nature revealed traces of suspicion, but Chandraprabha accepted it as an expression of his intense love.


Often, when the king would abruptly leave a royal assembly and enter their private chambers, Chandraprabha noticed a twinkle of amusement in the eyes of the servants. She had seen the queen mother’s eyes fill with irritation and displeasure. Although it filled Chandraprabha with embarrassment, she couldn’t help it. For she herself was completely overwhelmed by Pratapchandra’s manliness and striking looks.


‘Abi,’ the voice of a margi khamsamai snaps Konsari back to the present. To another birth. To another life. Here, there is no Chandraprabha adorned in silk mekhela-chador. Only Abi Konsari, donned in the kasyong phaskai.


‘Xunzira Asi has arrived,’ the khamsamai whispers with her head bowed.


The words hit Konsari like a blazing arrow, swift and piercing. Though Xunzira is her contemporary, she is commonly known as ‘asi’. Xunzira had gradually become ‘aunt’ to everyone.


For many years now, Xunzira has been living as a companion to the queen of Khola, Gangavati, rather than in the palace of Gobha. She has been taking care of Gangavati’s son Jokanko since he was a baby.


Konsari herself had asked Xunzira to assist Gangavati. At that time, she hadn’t become ‘abi’. But her dream of becoming an abi struggled to emerge from a bag of sorrow.


It feels as if a devastating thunderstorm has trampled over Konsari.


‘Abi,’ the margi khamsamai calls once more.


‘Go and fetch Xunzira.’


‘Do’, Abi,’ the khamsamai nods and leaves. Abi Konsari rises from the bed, absentmindedly tying her hair into a knot as she stands by the window.


The palace is devoid of activity today. The courtyard lies deserted. The grief-stricken people residing near the palace remain confined within their homes. Their beloved King Mriganko’s headless body has been reduced to ashes. When the corpse was taken to the cremation ground – the hathama – for the funeral, it felt as if the entire kingdom was crumbling in anguish. The area around the hathama turned into a mountain of timber and bamboo offerings from the people. Initially, when kengadi, the appointed mortician, lit the funeral pyre, the crowd was still, overwhelmed with sorrow. But then tears flowed and chests were pounded with grief.


But Abi Konsari remained silent.


She sat motionless in her bedchamber within the palace of Gobha. Since learning of Mriganko’s death, Konsari had remained in the same position, without eating or sleeping. An inexplicable emptiness had seized her movements, and she felt as if her will to live had vanished.


As the head priests of the villages, including the loro, jela baro, chamadi’s chang doloi and chaang maji, arrived to discuss the karam with Konsari, they left without being able to meet her. Konsari continued to sit in silence.


If it hadn’t been for Xunzira, Konsari would have sat there indefinitely. Hearing Xunzira’s name seemed to bring her back to the present, yet a strange uneasiness lingers within her. Why has Xunzira arrived? What more can be said or done for Konsari? Hasn’t her meagre source of happiness turned to ashes with the cremation of Mriganko’s headless body?


Over the years, Xunzira had maintained a connection between Gobha and Khola. But it went beyond that – Xunzira was the bridge between Gangavati, the queen of Khola, and Konsari, the abi of Kumoi Boghora. She conveyed Konsari’s affection, blessings and advice to Gangavati, and in return relayed Gangavati’s conflicts, anguish and queries back to Konsari.


But what has Xunzira brought today? What is it? Is it the unburned head of the body that has just been consigned to flames? A gesture to fuel the sacrificial fire burning in Konsari’s heart?


What is Abi Konsari to do now? How will she deal with Xunzira, the very person who had nurtured the murderer, Jokanko?


‘Pai,’ Xunzira’s voice quivers, drawing Konsari’s attention. Dressed in a faded kasyong phaskai, Xunzira looks worn out, her face clouded with misery. It seems as though countless tears and wails of anguish are ready to burst forth at any moment.


Konsari moves closer to Xunzira, shifting away from the window. Despite her sisterly love, Xunzira has never forgotten her position.


As she approaches, Xunzira sinks to her knees. ‘Pai, I failed to make a human out of Jokanko – look what he’s done. He has destroyed everything.’


The dam of tears give way, and Xunzira sobs uncontrollably. Konsari stands motionless for a long time, staring at her weeping figure. Let her cry. Let her cry herself out of the heartache she is burdened with, Konsari thinks, although with an inexplicable tinge of envy.


A margi khamsamai could express emotions freely in front of her mistress, lightening the burden of sorrow through tears. But as the abi, Konsari can never afford such a privilege. The people of the kingdom would follow suit, causing chaos. The agitated masses might even attack the relatively weak and sparsely populated kingdom of Khola. They could harm Jokanko’s maternal family members as well. Years ago, Konsari had used immense patience to avert a looming conflict led by Sadhukumar. Now, she had to employ the same patience to prevent further bloodshed.


Gently placing her withered, flaxen hands on Xunzira’s back, Konsari says calmly, ‘Rise, Nannao. Stop crying.’ A khamsamai places a floral-patterned carpet on the floor. ‘Get up, Nannao, and sit on the amsa. Aikon, go fetch some water for asi. Or perhaps you’d like some joo, Xunzira? It will give you strength. Aikon, bring some joo – some rice beer – instead.’


‘Shall I bring some for you, Abi? You haven’t even had a sip of water until now,’ the khamsamai says.


Konsari remains silent, and after some time, Khamsamai Aikon leaves the room. A while later, Konsari speaks slowly, ‘Nannao, wipe your tears – look at your pai. Is there anyone more doomed than your pai? Have you ever seen your pai cry? You should stop crying. Don’t you remember what I had told you when I left you in Khola after Jokanko’s birth? “He is a boy without a father. There is no one like him in Laloong society. Bring him up with love and care, and teach him the ways of our people.” I know you did your job well. Jokanko killed Mriganko, but it’s not his fault, Nannao. He did not know the truth, did he?’


‘I know, Pai, I know. Yet I want to curse him. I had also brought up Mriganko. Oh, how dear he was to me.’


‘I know, Nannao. I know how you feel. That’s why I believe you can understand everything. You should be by Jokanko’s side during this time.’


‘I don’t have your endurance, Pai. My poor child had to die because of him. My sajjoh Gangavati is also gone. Cursing Jokanko until her last breath, she passed away, unable to bear this grief.’ Xunzira breaks down in sobs once again.


‘What are you saying, Nannao? Gangavati—’ Konsari’s voice chokes, as another wave of overwhelming sorrow crashes over her heart.


That beautiful girl couldn’t bear the grief and left this world?


Countless memories and images of sad and happy moments rush through Konsari’s mind. Like a rock, she stands near the weeping Xunzira.


After a while, the lithified Konsari comes to life again. She puts her arms around Xunzira, helping her stand, and slowly says, ‘Wipe your tears, Nannao. Tell me what happened. Here – come sit next to me on the bed. Come.’


Helping her sit on the bed, Konsari calmly waits for Xunzira to collect herself. Finally, Xunzira looks up, not even attempting to wipe her tears, and says, ‘Sajjoh Gangavati told him about you. About some of the old days, too. But Pai, she couldn’t finish the story. She didn’t even allow him the right to perform her karam. For the past two days, he has only been drinking joo and crying uncontrollably. He has gone mad and is talking nonsense. He said he would come to see you today. I woke up early in the morning and hurriedly arranged for an elephant to bring him here. The people won’t spare him once he arrives, will they? They’ll finish him. Besides, he is completely drunk. He won’t be able to defend himself. In Khola, people have come to know everything. He hasn’t even stepped out of the palace. He is just drinking and crying, drinking and crying.’


Before Xunzira could finish her sentence, uproar echoes from outside the palace.


Xunzira and Konsari exchange helpless glances as a breathless khamsamai rushes into the room. ‘Abi, there’s a huge commotion outside. People are saying the king of Khola is on his way here. Our guards have gone to kill him.’


Without saying a word, Konsari runs outside as if possessed. Xunzira follows suit. By the time Konsari reaches the scene, the palace guards have surrounded Jokanko and his bodyguards.


The king of Khola, intoxicated and sorrow-stricken, stands bravely, surrounded by his skilled bodyguards amidst the chaotic scene. Abi Konsari and Xunzira rush into the midst of the turmoil. ‘Stop! Stop the fight!’ Konsari cries out in despair. Jokanko, upon noticing Konsari and Xunzira, stares at them in silence, his weapon ready. It is a fleeting moment of distraction.


But he remains alert enough to narrowly escape a severe wound as a soldier’s sharp khangra slips past his shoulder.


‘Don’t kill, don’t kill!’ Konsari and Xunzira scream simultaneously.


Soldiers on both sides cease fighting and turn back, stunned. Konsari runs frantically and grasps Jokanko’s blood-stained hand. Then, looking at the soldiers who are rooted to the ground, she tearfully pleads, ‘Don’t kill him. Please don’t kill him. He is one of our own.’


One of our own!


The guards stand motionless, forgetting to lower their weapons as they stare at Konsari. Jokanko gazes at her, his intoxicated, sleepless eyes filled with a storm of emotions.


Konsari says, in a calm and grave voice, ‘Get off the horse, Syu.’


Jokanko mechanically dismounts, still looking at Konsari.


‘No questions. All that is for later. Follow me.’ She holds one of his hands and they walk into the palace together, leaving behind a crowd frozen in shock.









TWO
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‘Aaiama . . .!’


Jokanko winces in pain. Konsari’s hand pauses as she applies an herbal paste to his wound. She briefly looks up at him before resuming. ‘The bleeding has stopped somehow. Is it hurting too much?’ she asks.


‘No . . . what medicine is this?’ he replies softly, keeping the unbearable pain to himself.


‘Just bear it for a while. The pain will subside.’


Jokanko doesn’t say anything, gritting his teeth as he watches Konsari, who is fully absorbed in smearing the herbal paste.


This is his Abi Konsari – lovely, affectionate and dignified – his abi. She lived so close in Gobha, yet he has never heard a whisper of her all these years. No one has ever told him about her.


For as long as he can remember, he’d known he didn’t have a father. Until now. Not even in his dreams could he have imagined having relatives outside of Khola.


Was there anyone he could call his own, aside from his mother? There was Asi Xunzira, who was like his family. Perhaps even more so. But did his mother ever care about him? Did she worry about him?


Since he was a child, he had seen his mother keeping to herself most of the time. She didn’t say much to him. Despite being the ruling queen, he noticed that she showed no interest in the affairs of the state. The head priests of the villages made all administrative decisions informally, seeking approvals from the queen when necessary. With trustworthy army chiefs and other officials, as well as a generally tight-knit society, operations sailed along smoothly.


But then rulers typically depended on priests to take decisions in their society. The priests, in turn, were expected to abide by the wishes of the elders. Without the support of the chaang dolois or chaang majis, who were the officers in charge of the dekachang, they were powerless. Almost all Laloong states followed this custom. The civilians were the rulers. This way, the kingdom managed to run itself tangle-free, despite the queen’s apathy.


But even when she was alive, Gangavati lived as if she didn’t exist. Leaving Jokanko in Xunzira’s care, she seemed to have detached herself from the world, entering a mysterious realm of seclusion.


Xunzira had been there for Jokanko since he was a child. The young boy had never sought his mother’s company. He loved her, but their relationship remained somewhat formal and distant. As he grew older, he realized he needed permission to visit his mother and had to approach her with a certain level of dignity.


This environment had significantly shaped Jokanko’s upbringing. Unlike other children, he didn’t spend his childhood in the samadi, the boys’ camp. Instead, he trained under the army general, learning the art of warfare and weaponry. It was as if his youth had been spent in a military training camp, the royal child missing out on the typical lessons the boys learnt from their elders at the dekachang or samadi. Most of his knowledge about society, societal behaviour, culture, customs and the ways of life had come from Xunzira, who seemed determined to educate him in these matters.


Jokanko had found contentment in his isolated, nature-centric life, never questioning it.


But then, his dying mother had thrust a spear into his heart, leaving a multitude of unanswered questions tormenting him. The realization of his uncertain identity unravelled his sanity. The mere existence of a father, a brother, grandparents – possibilities that had never crossed his mind. No one had ever mentioned them, and he had never imagined having a sense of belonging to anyplace other than Khola.


Why had nobody told him? What was the secret behind his birth? Why had he never seen his father? Why had his abi and azo never visited Khola? Where was his younger brother? Who else was out there? Where were his kin?


Questions . . . Questions . . .


No, no, not questions. It still feels like hundreds of parasites are gnawing at Jokanko, eating away at his peace of mind, his sleep – as if his heart has been detached from his body, drowning in a river of tears. The notion of death looms over him, eroding his will to live, extinguishing his thirst for victory and the vibrancy of youth.


‘Abi,’ he calls, his voice heavy with sorrow.


‘Yes, Jokanko.’


‘There is so much that I have to ask you.’


‘I know.’ Konsari sets aside the bowl of medicine, places a few joormoni leaves over the treated wound and covers it with a pliant banana leaf roasted over fire. Tying a thin string made from the outer coverings of the banana plant, she says, ‘You can ask whatever weighs on your mind, but first, rest. I’ll send you some medicine to ease your pain and help you relax. I need to go out and address our people. They are feeling great pain and anger. If I don’t explain everything to them, they might kill you.’


‘Let them kill me, Abi. What is there left to live for anyway?’ Jokanko asks solemnly.


Konsari takes a moment to look at him before sharing her thoughts. ‘You are in the grip of grief, Jokanko. The joo has obscured your judgement and allowed these thoughts to surface. True courage is in living life to the fullest until the end. When you gain the knowledge you seek, you’ll find your way. Do you know what I believe? Grief is like hyacinths floating down the river. You can choose to gather them to the side, which can feel overwhelming. Or you can step back, observe from a distance and gradually watch them drift out of your sight.’


Jokanko remains silent as Konsari leaves him. Reclining on the bed, he takes in the room’s simple yet elegant decor. In one corner, a bouquet of kuthimali flowers is held within a vase, their faded petals still emanating a sweet fragrance.


This scent, common to the woods and villages in Khola, was familiar to Jokanko. Xunzira had taken charge of all palace matters, a responsibility Jokanko’s mother had entrusted to her.


Why had his mother acted in this way?


What caused her indifference?


The loneliness?


What was the source of her sadness?


These questions had swirled like a whirlpool in Jokanko’s mind. He had asked his asi but received no answers. In frustration, he had turned to joo, shouting at Xunzira and crying. Eventually, he had resolved to visit the kingdom where he had caused a commotion by slaying their king and met Abi Konsari there. He needed to the meaning behind his mother’s spoken and unspoken words.


Jokanko knew the citizens or soldiers of Gobha might kill him on sight. Nevertheless, he had embarked on this journey. He understood that his own clan, generally mild and simple, could become ferocious when provoked. He had sensed the commotion inside the palace of Khola when they saw him riding away alone, but he had not let it deter him. Unanswered questions consumed his mind.


‘Jokanko,’ Xunzira’s voice brings him back to the present.


‘Oh, Asi.’


‘Finish this medicine. Your abi sent it. Finish it and get some rest,’ Xunzira says, extending the bowl to him.


Jokanko accepts the bowl and says, ‘Asi?’


‘Oy.’


‘Can I ask you a question?’


‘You’ve never needed my permission to ask a question,’ Xunzira responds weakly.


‘Asi, I never did. But everything has been turned upside down. I feel so alone in this world.’


‘Paba, my love, you shouldn’t speak like this,’ Xunzira says, on the verge of tears. She holds one of Jokanko’s hands in both of hers affectionately. ‘Everyone is here. I am here. Your Abi is here. Deoraja azo is here. And many, many other kinsmen. The korakhi, the protector of this realm, Fa Mahadeo the sun god is here. Aai Basundhari and Aai Kalikha, too.’


Despite his pain, Jokanko smiles. Xunzira Asi is extraordinarily gentle with him.


‘Truly, Asi, you are so kind. What would you do if you were to suffer like me?’


‘I am not sure. Finish the medicine and go to sleep. You’ll need a lot of strength to talk to your abi when she arrives,’ she jokes.


This was Xunzira. Like a light-winged seed. She could sway in a gentle breeze. A few drops of water could merge her with the soil.


‘Don’t leave, Asi. Stay right here. I don’t want to be alone,’ Jokanko says somewhat awkwardly.


‘Alright, then. Now finish this.’


Jokanko drinks the medicine in one gulp and drifts into slumber. Xunzira sits near him, her heart swaying with emotion. Meanwhile, Konsari is revealing the contents of the casket concealing the Khola king’s identity in front of the anxious crowd that has assembled in front of the palace again.


By the time Konsari returns, it is midnight. Jokanko is in a deep sleep induced by the joo and also due to physical and mental exhaustion. Even in his slumber, he occasionally lets out soft groans. Xunzira, sitting on the amsa with her head resting on the bed, is fast asleep.


Watching the two of them silently from the doorway, Konsari’s heart is on the verge of falling apart under the weight of love and grief. Besides them, Ratnasinha, Samol and Sadhukumar – who else in this world can she call her own?


But then, isn’t the whole kingdom hers? All her subjects hold her the dearest of the dear. As does she when it comes to her people. But there is a deeper level of affection – one that only has room for those whose faces float before you on closing your eyes.


Until recently, there was Gangavati. There was Xunzira’s husband, Phuleswar barika. Mriganko, too, and even King Pratapsingh. They’ve all held a special place in her heart.


Even though she had never met Jokanko, she also saved a large part of her heart for him.


And why wouldn’t she?


Wasn’t he her grandson? Her heroic grandson? More so, because Jokanko is the tragic result of a social custom, being ruthlessly forsaken as motherless and fatherless.


Although Konsari had been separated from him all these years, she kept herself informed of his upbringing, thanks to Xunzira. She loved Jokanko with all her heart. This was why she is able to forgive him, the man the people of Gobha were calling a murderer. Despite losing everything, she is still able to say to her nannao, ‘What is Jokanko’s fault?’


And Xunzira? She is an extraordinary woman indeed! Konsari has never witnessed nor heard of a Tiwasha betraying their masters. Perhaps the seeds of betrayal cannot sprout in Laloong blood. Xunzira’s loyalty is unparalleled.


When Sadhukumar had first brought her to Konsari, she was a young woman whose parents had succumbed to an epidemic that ravaged her village and claimed many lives. She was one of the few survivors. It had seemed as though Xunzira and Konsari were in the same boat.


Sad. Disillusioned. Lonely.


Forlorn yet steady.


Disheartened yet cheerful.


Lonesome yet lively.


During those days, an instinctive kinship had formed between the two women. After she had spent a few days at the Gobha palace, the headman of her clan arrived to take Xunzira back. But she refused to go. By that time, she had transformed into Konsari’s younger sister. Into her nannao.


Confused by Xunzira’s refusal to go back with the jelabaro, Konsari had rushed to Amsai Marjong to seek Sadhukumar’s advice. He reassured her, saying, ‘The headman is fulfilling his duty as a leader of the tribe, Your Highness. If Xunzira is reluctant to leave with him, we should not force her. She understands your language, your ways and customs. You have also accepted her as your sister, which makes her one of us. Her responsibility lies entirely with us now.’


Konsari had returned, free of all worries. Xunzira stayed back, settling into her role as a member of Gobha’s royal family.


When the topic of Xunzira’s marriage came up, Mriganko was only two years old. There was no custom of child marriage in their society. As for Konsari, she had been married before reaching puberty. But her borbiya, or actual marriage, took place afterwards. On the other hand, Xunzira had remained unmarried even at the age of seventeen or eighteen, which was common for the girls in this society.


Sadhukumar had started to search for a suitable match for her, intending to get her married and then send her back. But Xunzira had bravely told Konsari, ‘Pai, I will not leave you to get married. Please find me a gobhia, so that we can both serve you for the rest of our lives.’


‘Who do you mean by a gobhia?’ Konsari had asked, surprised.


‘I don’t know. Ask someone else,’ Xunzira had responded and fled, red-faced with embarrassment. Later, Konsari had learned from others that while it was traditional among Laloongs for the bride to leave her home after marriage, the custom Xunzira had mentioned allowed the husband to live in his wife’s house. A hardworking man was always preferred in such arrangements.


Phuleswar, an industrious young man, was chosen as Xunzira’s gobhia. She moved out of the khamsamai quarters and into a house with him in the palace premises. It was there that their son, Samol, was born. When he had grown into a young man, Konsari had sent Xunzira to Gangavati. However, Samol chose to stay back and became one of the most devoted bodyguards in the kingdom, remaining by Mriganko’s side.


Xunzira had not insisted that he accompany her. By then, Phuleswar had also passed away. Perhaps that is why this life change had felt welcome. Although Konsari never saw her shedding tears for Phuleswar, she could sense Xunzira’s anguish. Konsari had hoped that once Xunzira reached Khola, her pain would abate upon the sight of the infant Jokanko.


Just then, the night sentry’s voice rings out loudly, startling Konsari.


It is well past midnight now.


It had taken a long time to calm the agitated crowd.


A great deal had to be explained to all of them.


Truths that had never been shared with anyone in public.


The people listened to her in a daze, as if hearing a tale from a far-off land. They did not know whether to laugh, cry or feel angry. They sat in stunned silence.


‘Don’t harm him. Show him your love. What does he know? Would he have killed your king if he had known? Could he? He is consumed by deep sorrow, you know. Let the karam go on. We will invite the jelaboros, loros and dolois to discuss the next steps. We must tell the truth now. After the karam, we’ll invite the barikas and come together,’ she suggested.


Leaving the people in a sea of shock, confusion, grief and bewilderment, Konsari has come back to the palace. But nobody can see the inferno of grief blazing through her heart.


‘Nannao . . . Nannao . . . wake up—’ Konsari shakes Xunzira, who wakes up in a frenzy.


‘Come on, get up quietly. Don’t wake him. Come outside, I want to know everything that happened at Khola – I need to prepare myself to answer all his questions when he gets up, you know. But before that, I have to know everything, Nannao.’ Before walking away, she places a hand over Jokanko’s body.


‘Ah, his body is burning,’ she exclaims. Instantly, the face of the wounded King Pratapchandra, lying in the kingdom of Pratappur, his body hot with fever, flashes in front of her. She trembles at the thought of the fate that awaits them.


‘We’ll talk later, Nannao. Place an earthen jar of water with a hole in the bottom over his forehead to lower his temperature. Our healer must be notified first thing in the morning. The cut from the iron khangra is deep – medicine alone will not suffice.’ She sits near the fever-stricken Jokanko, caressing his brow.


The wild roosters from the distant hills begin to crow.









THREE
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‘Asi.’ Jokanko looks around – his eyes unfocused and red from the fever – uncertain of his surroundings. The pain from the knife wound is excruciating, and he feels extremely weak.


Jokanko slept under the light of the earthen lamps on stands. He recalls someone dripping water on his forehead. Someone forcing medicine – bitter and acerbate – down his throat at regular intervals. Someone else touching his shoulders with soft, wet fingers. His old dressing being removed and fresh medicine being applied. Whenever he groaned, someone caressing his brow, asking, ‘Is the pain terrible?’


Who was the shadowy lady? Mother? No, not Mother; she is no longer here. She has left this world because of him, overwhelmed with grief. Before leaving, though, she had cursed him: ‘The weapon with which you have committed this sin will not be within your reach in times of danger. When you die, you will not be able to use these sinful hands to drink water. You will die drinking water like a cow. You—’


‘Asi, asi—’


He struggles to sit up. The pain is suffocating.


‘What is it, Jokanko? What’s wrong? Are you having a nightmare? Look, your asi, your Xunzira Asi, is right here. Sleep . . . go to sleep . . . don’t get up.’


Exhausted, he collapses again. An anxious face is hovering over him. He trains his eyes on it. Who is it? The face looks familiar, but where has he seen it before? When?


Konsari wipes his face with a soft, damp towel, gently placing it over his eyes. He lets out a long sigh. Everything is growing clearer. His memories are coming back.


Two hot tears roll down his cheeks. Konsari wipes them away, her own eyes welling up.


Xunzira has already begun to cry quietly. Unwilling to let Konsari see her tears, she tries to hold them back. Ignoring her own grief, she sits beside the wounded Jokanko.


For four long days and five long nights, Konsari and Xunzira have stuck to Jokanko’s side as he lay comatose from a fever. It has finally subsided today, with the wound showing signs of healing. But blood loss, coupled with the illness, has weakened him considerably. Besides the royal healer’s medicine and prescribed diet, he hasn’t eaten anything.


In the open space outside the palace, awnings are being built. The karam rituals are to begin the next day. The subordinate kings, their representatives and rulers of frontier kingdoms, such as the Mikir, Kachari, Jaintia and the Bhuyan kings, are expected to arrive. The village chiefs from all the Laloong villages, as well as Gobha’s own villagers and members of its clan, are supposed to attend. King Ratnasinha was said to travel from Baidyagarh. So were boro jelas of various communities.


Those responsible for preparing the joo – rice beer – are cleaning and setting up large vessels inside the palace. The kra-kurmis – cooks – were scrubbing clean the large midoohs – cooking utensils – needed for the occasion. The barikas have gone to invite people for the karam.


Sadhukumar has been overseeing all the arrangements since his arrival. Even though he is heartbroken at the idea of performing his son’s funeral rites, he maintains a calm facade, keeping his emotions concealed. He no longer sleeps inside the main palace, choosing to travel to and from Amsai Marjong, which leaves him with little time to rest. Every time he arrives, he asks about Jokanko, talks about important matters with Konsari and then leaves.


Konsari is the only one who knows why the deoraja decided to relocate to Amsai Marjong. But she has remained silent, as has the old king. The public was told years ago that he left to ensure the smooth operation of the vast kingdom. Since then, whenever he visits, he stays in the foyer and avoids the inner chambers unless absolutely necessary.


He had made an exception once, when Konsari was preparing to leave for Pratappur. They had a brief exchange after arranging the boats, men, elephants, and other necessities for her journey.


Those were days of distress.


These are also difficult times.


That is why Sadhukumar has returned to supervise the karam for his late son.


Mriganko was Sadhukumar’s son indeed. Sadhukumar had publicly declared before the boro jelas, sokha jelas, hari kunworis, loros and doskhol–barokhol headmen while sitting at the number, with the little boy on his lap, that he had adopted Mriganko as his own. By now perhaps many people have forgotten that the prince was adopted.


‘Abi,’ Jokanko calls out. Konsari leans over him.


‘Would you like some water?’


‘Yes.’


Xunzira goes away and returns with a bamboo tube filled with water from an earthen pot. She hands it to Konsari, who pours it slowly into Jokanko’s mouth.


‘Does it still hurt, Jokanko?’ she asks tenderly.


‘A little. I could not feel it when I fell asleep last night.’


‘It wasn’t last night, paba; it’s been four nights. Your body was burning with fever. The temperature has gone down today at last.’


For a while, Jokanko remained silent. ‘Abi,’ he says softly.


‘What is it? Are you hungry?’


‘My heart is filled with overwhelming grief, Abi.’


‘I know, Syu. But don’t torture yourself with these thoughts. Can anyone undo what has happened?’


‘Abi, why did those incidents happen in the first place? Why wasn’t I informed of anything? Why had I been kept in the dark? Do you think I would have done something if I had known . . .’ Jokanko’s voice chokes with emotion.


‘I know, Syu. You don’t have to say anything. I understand your pain, as does your Asi. It’s not your fault. Whatever happened was destined for us, in our kharam. I will explain everything to you. But first, eat something. You will feel better. How will you face grief or your enemies if you don’t regain your strength?’


‘I will never fight again, Abi. I will never fight . . . never fight with anyone,’ he cries.


Konsari wipes away his tears gently. ‘It’s alright, you don’t have to fight. Now, try to sit up.’


As she helps him into a sitting position, Xunzira appears with steaming-hot, fragrant tuloshi joha rice, dry fish cooked in spinach along with a few other dishes.


Jokanko’s stomach grumbles with hunger. His head is bowed in thanks to Abi and Asi. When he is hungry, he becomes agitated and weak. He dislikes all foods except rice. He insists on rice, even if it is simply seasoned with salt, alkali or herbs.


Xunzira is well aware of his preferences, having supervised the timely serving of rice at the Khola palace. She has continued the old practice during Jokanko’s feverish state, cooking rice and keeping it warm over burnt charcoal until late at night. Today, she has prepared rice for him, even if he does not want to eat anything.


Such was the depth of her affection for him. Who is he to her otherwise? Is she more important to him than his mother?


After all, hasn’t his mother cursed him before leaving this world, without any consideration for how he will bear its weight for the rest of his life? Xunzira, on the other hand, is feeding him piping hot rice with her wrinkled old hand.


And Konsari is gently fanning cool air over Jokanko’s head. She isn’t used to fanning anyone; usually, the margi khamsamais huddle to fan her. The fan makes an unusual sound when handled by unaccustomed hands. There is no rhythm to the breeze either.


Oh, he had such a caring abi!


Such a loving abi. Why didn’t his mother tell him about her? Why didn’t she tell him anything?


Xunzira leaves after gathering the utensils and wiping Jokanko’s lips clean. The Khola king looks at Konsari, who is mixing something in a metal bowl in one corner of the room.


‘Abi.’


‘I’ll be right there, Syu. Let me prepare your medicine.’


As Jokanko observes her, his heart skips a beat.


How different his dear abi is! He’d never seen anyone like her in Khola. Her appearance is so different. So striking. She is not wearing many ornaments – just a pair of gold earrings and a red-sandal necklace of pot-shaped beads. She wears a black kasyong phaskai, like every other Laloong woman, but even in this simple outfit, she looks stunning.


Such solemnity! Such composure!


To think his mother had kept him away from her. She had withheld the details of his birth, depriving her child of his land and family.


From childhood to youth.


All she has left for him is a seed of anguish. It has now birthed offshoots that have grown into a tangled web of suffering around him.


So, what is he to do now?


What is he supposed to do with his tainted hands? He had spilled blood on the borders of a sleepy village atop the Dhoumora hills with these. With a single stroke of his gleaming, sharp sword, he had severed Mriganko’s head from his body.


Ah! How strangely calm King Mriganko had appeared in the face of his impending death. He had no way of defending himself against Jokanko’s unexpected attack. His gaze had been fixed on his opponent before they became unusually calm.


Moments before his death, King Mriganko had recognized Jokanko. His eyes remained serene even after his lifeless body fell to the ground. The young king had closed Mriganko’s eyes before he took the head along to show his mother.


Unbeknownst to Jokanko, his actions and the sight of the decapitated head would unleash a lifetime of agony for him. The evil spirits began to swirl in his veins, intoxicated with cruel excitement. He had been so consumed by his victories that he had failed to consider the devastating consequences of his actions.


‘Are you still in pain, Syu?’ Konsari asks, a bowl in one hand and the other on his brow. Jokanko stares at her, startled. He gently lifts her hand and places it between his own. Slowly and clearly, he asks, ‘Who are you, Abi?’


Konsari locks her gaze on him, a sad and grim smile on her lips.


‘I’m your abi. Is there anything else you need to know, Syu?’


Jokanko looks her in the eyes. ‘Surely you understand whether there is a need or not, Abi,’ he says, his voice dull and tired.


‘You’ve asked a difficult question, Syu. From one point of view, it might be better if you didn’t know everything – after all, what happened cannot be undone, can it? Then again, I believe that once you learn the truth, you might find some relief. You will also realize what needs to be done.’


‘I have to know everything, Abi. I asked Xunzira Asi, but she refused to answer my questions. Please do not remain silent. The wound on my arm might have healed, but the wound in my mind has not. Do you realize, Abi, that when my mother saw my father’s head in my hands, she cursed me through her tears? My afa and maah have died because of me. Do you understand the depths of my anguish?


Jokanko’s emotions were unfathomable. With his life turned upside down by divine providence, his restless hands are now trying to unlock the closed doors of her heart. Memories that Konsari carefully filed away years ago are stirring a whirlpool inside her mind now.


She realizes she has no choice at this point. Jokanko needs to understand everything. She needs to tell him a lot more than what she did to the crowd outside. The devastated young man, desperate to discover his origins, needs her guidance to go into the past.


Konsari pulls her hands away from Jokanko’s. ‘Get up, Syu. Take the medicine. I am going to tell you everything.’


Jokanko downs the medicine in one gulp. After setting the bowl on a nearby wooden table, Konsari retrieves the silk mekhela and riha with gold embroidered flowers from a cylindrical bamboo box stored inside a cane chest in the corner of the room. She also pulls out a mist-like transparent chador wrapped in an eri shawl and a bundle of ornaments. Jokanko is watching her keenly.


She lays out the items in front of his unwavering gaze. ‘You know, Jokanko, when I had first arrived in Gobha, this is how I used to dress. A large chest in my room at Pratappur used to be crammed with piles and piles of such clothes and ornaments.’


‘Your home was in Pratappur? The one on the north bank?’ exclaimed Jokanko.


‘Yes, Syu, I was known as Chandraprabha back then. I was King Pratapchandra’s wife.’


‘And what about the king of Gobha, my azo?’


‘I will have to dig deeper to answer that question, Syu. That story can be told another time. But first, you must meet your brother.’


‘My brother? Where is my brother?’ Jokanko tries to sit up, but Konsari forces him to lie down again.


‘He is right here. Lie down. Do not get up. He has already arrived. Shall I call him?’


‘Where does my brother live, abi?’


‘A long way from here – in Komota. His name is Ratnasinha.’ At this very moment, King Ratnasinha appears in the doorway. He looks at Jokanko with ruddy, intoxicated eyes and asks, ‘May I come in?’


The Khola king stays quiet. He stares at Ratnasinha without blinking once.


A brother! This was his brother!


‘Come on in, dear, come inside. This is your home. You are not a guest, are you?’ Konsari’s tone is tinged with sadness.


‘I am a man without roots, not a guest.’ Ratnasinha laughs, brightening his red face.


Ratnasinha’s laughter appears to hold a deeper meaning. Jokanko has the impression that he is crying. He feels the weight of a heavy rock instantly lifting from his heart. It’s as if this strikingly handsome young man, dressed clothes embroidered with gemstones, is reaching out to him from the depths of despair.


Outside, people have begun to cut down bamboo poles to make awnings for the karam. Jokanko and Ratnasinha sit down together with Xunzira, as Konsari begins her journey into the past.









FOUR
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‘Our great-grandfather Dharmapal came from Korno Suborno to become the king of Kamrup. He established the capital of Kamrup at Godondo Mountains, or Kuberachal, on the north bank of the Brahmaputra. Korno Suborno was actually a part of Gourh, earning him the moniker Gourheswar. Since he was the king of Kamrup, he was also called Kameswar or Kamrupeswar. The Jitari clan is well-known on both banks of the Brahmaputra and throughout the entire western kingdom of Gourh. Revered. Always keep in mind the glorious history of our dynasty in whatever you do, dear daughter-in-law,’ says Yajnavati, the great queen mother.


In the bedchambers of Queen Mother Yajnavati, inside the royal palace of Pratappur, a teenage empress, Chandraprabha, is sitting on a gold-inlaid low seat. Behind her, the queen mother is coiling gold thread around Chandraprabha’s long hair and twisting it into a knot. A silver tray with gold hairpins, a small gold comb and many other ornaments, including a kopali worn on the forehead, has been placed atop a wooden table with carved ornamental details.


Chandraprabha holds a mirror studded with precious stones and gems in her hand. Yajnavati invites Chandraprabha to her bed suite on most evenings, where the queen fashions her hair in various styles and imparts wisdom gained from her mother-in-law and her own experience. The queen mother talks about topics ranging from make-up and health to housekeeping and politics, determined to assist her son’s newlywed wife in upholding the traditions of their dynasty and equipping her with a broad range of knowledge. The new bride has just crossed adolescence to step into her youth. Her marriage to Pratapchandra has brought her to Pratappur recently, so the queen mother also spends some of her early afternoons training Chandraprabha.


But not regularly.


Most of Chandraprabha’s days are spent with Pratapchandra, her husband and the king of Pratappur. Whenever the king is in the capital, he prefers to spend his leisure time in her company, and if he has to go somewhere, he takes her along. Today,


King Rajdhar of the neighbouring Bhuyan kingdom of Tembuwani has arrived, and Yajnavati is pleased that it will be late by the time her son returns from his official obligations. Pratapchandra and Chandraprabha had been away from the capital for the past few days, taking a royal tour of the kingdom after offering prayers at the Lord Mahabhairav temple. It has been days since Yajnavati has met Chandraprabha.


Weary of her solitary days, the queen mother is relieved to be in her daughter-in-law’s company. After coiffing Chandraprabha’s hair into a bun, the queen mother engages her in conversation. She deeply cares about Chandraprabha and sometimes feels that this simple girl with captivating looks is more like her own daughter than a daughter-in-law. Since Chandraprabha’s arrival, the atmosphere in the royal palace of Pratappur has become joyful. Previously, the king spent very little time at home, and Yajnavati felt immensely lonely after the death of her husband, Sompal. However, things have changed now. She has found a companion with whom she can share her feelings, even though it can hardly be called sharing. Chandraprabha doesn’t say much; she just listens. She listens attentively to everything her mother-in-law says and tries to obediently carry out her instructions.


Even now, as she looks into the gold mirror, the young queen keenly listens to Yajnavati, attempting to master the art of creating a chignon. Apart from asking a few questions, she remains mostly quiet. While adorning the neatly tied hair bun with gold hairpins, the queen mother remarks, ‘Bhuyan Rajdhar from Tembuwani has arrived today; did you know, dear?’


‘I did not, honourable mother.’


‘Have you ever heard of his name?’


‘I think I heard it once.’


‘Well, Rajdhar’s father, Chandibor, was Shiromani Bhuyan. During the reign of my grandfather-in-law King Tamrodhwaj, he established his kingdom at Tembuwani. My great grandfather-in-law King Dharmapal and King Durlav Narayan of the west were descendants of the same dynasty. King Durlav Narayan also adopted the title Gourheswar, which commanded a great deal of respect in those days, you see. Even the landless kings proudly wore the title ‘Panch Gourheswar’. King Dharmapal and Durlav Narayan were mighty rulers, and there was a conflict and subsequent political alliance between Durlav Narayan and the Ahoms, who are now a formidable force upstream.’


‘Honourable mother, if King Dharmapal became the emperor of Kamrup and established his kingdom in the Godondo Mountains, how did we come to settle here?’ Chandraprabha asks.


‘It’s a long story, my dear. Even I am unaware of all the specifics. What I know is that King Dharmapal married Banamala, the sister of Moinavati, the queen of Manikchandra, also known as Pratapdhwaja, the king of Bengal. King Manikchandra had several queens. Durlav Narayan is the son of his first queen, Parvati. Although they were cousins, King Dharmapal engaged in a battle with Durlav Narayan after establishing his capital in Dharmapur, seeking to expand his kingdom. The entire region where the shrine of Lord Billeswar stands today was once part of King Dharmapal’s kingdom. Eventually, Durlav Narayan and


King Dharmapal reached a truce. Upon King Dharmapal’s request, Durlav Narayan sent a group of high-caste and sub-caste Hindus, including brave soldiers like Chandidhar and virtuous Brahmin pandits, to settle near Kamrup.


‘But you are aware, aren’t you, of the Kshatriya rulers’ strong desire to expand their kingdoms? Isn’t my son Ramchandra the same? Well, Durlav Narayan assassinated Dharmapal and took over Kamrup Komota. The brave Chandibor crossed the Bornodi river and abandoned Kamrup. King Dharmapal’s son, Tamradhwaj or Ratnapal, my father-in-law, moved further upstream and settled here in the village of Kanyaka. I have once before told you about Chandibor, who settled in Tembuwani and became known as Shiromani Bhuyan. His eldest son, Rajdhar, and second son, Gadadhar, ruled the kingdom from Tembuwani and Routa.


During their reigns, the realm was not as vast as it is now. Ramchandra expanded our territory up to the Bornadi by defeating Gadadhar Bhuyan. He has also stretched our rule from Majuli in the south to Komota in the west. Where we now live used to be Nagshankar’s capital in the fourth century. Ramchandra has fortified the capital, but governing such a vast region is not an easy task. I feel there is no need to stretch the territory any further. Don’t you think so? It is only because of Minister Sogor’s wisdom that Ramchandra has been able to smoothly govern the kingdom. If he plans another expedition, you must stop him. Make him understand. I will try my best.’


‘As you wish, honourable mother,’ Chandraprabha replies. Her hand and shoulders ache from holding the mirror for so long. She feels uncomfortable sitting in this position for hours, but she is not given the opportunity to express her desire to leave, nor does she dare to do so. Yajnavati can see her daughter-in-law’s face reflected on the bejewelled mirror. The fading rays of the setting sun in the western sky fall on the sparkling, latticed metal ventilators and bounce back onto Chandraprabha’s face. It radiates with the ethereal glow of a goddess. Yajnavati’s heart brims with infinite bliss. She had chosen this beautiful maiden from a pure Kshatriya family as the bride for her son after an extensive search. Chandraprabha’s exquisite beauty, feminine grace and admirable qualities have won the hearts of the king and all his subjects.


Pratapchandra’s single-minded ambition to expand the kingdom seems to have subsided following his marriage. In fact, Yajnavati’s painstaking effort to select a bride was intended to quell his ambition.


As a daughter-in-law of the Jitari dynasty, Yajnavati is well aware of the Aryan Kshatriya rulers’ thirst for victory. She has heard tales about the passion for expansion, vanity and warrior instinct of the Gourh-Kshatriya Dharmapal and other rulers of the dynasty. She has personally witnessed the unfathomable loneliness and deep sighs of the proud wives of such men. Yajnavati has observed the same arrogance, hunger for conquest and urge to expand the empire in her son Ramchandra, who has earned the name Pratapchandra through his valour. Since her marriage, Yajnavati had realized that every male of the Jitari dynasty carries in his blood an overpowering sense of superiority as a Kshatriya and an Aryan. At the same time, they display extreme generosity. Incredible bravery. Unyielding obstinacy. Immense physical strength. Warfare abilities.


The overabundance of these qualities in her son has frightened the queen mother. Pratapchandra has extended his dominion southward to Majuli, near Pratappur. A sense of impending misfortune for her only son has rocked Yajnavati’s motherly heart. To make Pratapchandra more family-oriented, she aspired to get him married, and she has succeeded. King Pratapchandra has indeed been bewitched by young Chandraprabha’s beauty and charm.


But Yajnavati has also noticed an abundance in his attachment to his wife. While it is a welcome change from his earlier obsession with royal matters, the queen mother is concerned that this apathy can affect the security and development of the kingdom. She is irritated, too. Being used to the behaviour of her father-in-law and her husband, she finds her son’s all-consuming fascination with Chandraprabha unsettling. She believes this weakness is unbecoming and unwarranted for a king from Dharmapal’s dynasty.


Nevertheless, she does not harbour any ill will towards Chandraprabha. On the contrary, she feels affection for the young woman, especially when she notices her exasperation at her husband’s overwhelming display of love.


‘Mother, may I put down the mirror?’ Chandraprabha asks timidly.


‘Why? Does your arm hurt?’


‘A little, honourable mother.’


‘Alright. I’m almost done with your hair. Only the adornment remains. Did you observe how a bun is tied? It’s not as complicated as it looks, is it? You can do it on your own. It makes the hair look lovely and bright due to the gold wires. Can you do it yourself? Or would you like me to show you again?’


‘I can, honourable mother.’


‘Try it later and show it to me. If it’s done incorrectly, you can have it fixed,’ says Yajnavati, carefully arranging the kopali along the middle parting to rest on Chandraprabha’s forehead.


Then, pinning the gold and silver flowers on the bun, she continues, ‘I’m not going to be here forever. I have to teach you all that I’ve learned from my mother-in-law. This knowledge has been passed down from one generation to another. You’ll have to pass this on to your daughter-in-law. Beauty aside, an alluring wife must also be well-versed in many other arts. The art of retaining one’s beauty and youth for as long as possible. The knowledge of politics. Come and sit in front of me now. Let me give you two beauty tips.’


Chandraprabha obediently follows as Yajnavati picks up a small silver bowl from the tray. Dipping some cotton wool in the yellow milk bowl, she gently wipes Chandraprabha’s face, explaining, ‘This bowl contains milk infused with strands of a rare flower. These strands have turned the milk yellow. It is not available here and needs to be collected from remote Kashmir. It is expensive to bring them here, so use it carefully to avoid wastage.’


‘Yes, Mother.’


Yajnavati then dips fresh cotton wool in another bowl filled with water and red rose petals. Setting aside the used cotton wool, she wipes Chandraprabha’s face, saying, ‘These red roses do not grow here. They were brought from the far west by my father-in-law. I have heard that Togrol Khan Mallik Juzbeck brought these rose plants when he invaded Kamrup. They need to be nurtured with great care to keep them alive. Using this water to sponge your face and body will make your skin sparkle. Cleanse yourself with this milk and filament solution every morning and before bed. It will make your skin smooth and radiant like gold. Do you understand?’


‘I do, Mother.’


‘You should always maintain your appearance, dear. We women are always indoors. Even as the wives of kings, we have to adhere to certain dos and don’ts. Our ancestors derived pleasure from conquests, from hunting wild animals and birds. So does my son Ramchandra. The men of this dynasty are all alike. They find pleasure in conquering, whether it be a woman or a piece of land. When they face defeat or feel defeated, they become ferocious, losing control of themselves. Remember these words always. These men have always been fascinated by the outside world instead of their families. They are unaware of and unconcerned about


how their women spend time inside the four walls. They never attempt to understand. As a result, it is crucial for women to remain attractive in all aspects. To maintain their youth, they should practise regular beauty care. You should also do the same.


‘Yet your situation is a bit different. My son is captivated by your beauty, which is a promising sign. But like the other rulers of our dynasty, he is driven by his thirst for victory. Despite expanding the kingdom as far as Majuli, he is not content. This obsession is harmful. Chandraprabha, you should try to control this yearning. If possible, tell him that it is not necessary to expand the empire any further because what he has achieved is sufficient.’


‘Honourable mother.’ An elderly maid enters the room and kneels.


‘Oh, Maghi! Where have you been? Why haven’t I seen you for so long?’


‘I was with her, dear mother. Then I visited the royal healer. Didn’t Her Highness tell you?’


‘No, but why were you with her? Where is Bokuli?’


‘Bokuli accompanied me. She was the one who called me there. Her Highness wasn’t feeling herself. Judging from the symptoms, I felt something had changed, honourable mother. So, I went over to summon the royal medic.’


‘What is ailing you, my dear daughter-in-law? Why haven’t I been informed?’


‘It seems you are about to become a grandmother, honourable mother.’


Happiness rushes through Yajnavati. For a moment, she stares with wonder at Chandraprabha, who has lowered her head self-consciously, and then back at her old faithful maid. ‘Are you certain, Maghi?’


‘Well, it’s difficult to say, honourable mother. Perhaps Her Highness feels embarrassed to tell you. But based on my experience, I would say yes,’ Maghi replies thoughtfully, fiddling with her rosary beads.


The queen mother stays silent for a while before saying, ‘If you’re not sure, don’t let anyone else hear about it, Maghi. The news will spread like wildfire. If Ramchandra learns of it, he’ll make a fuss with rituals, offerings and whatever else he can think of. We will be humiliated if it’s not true. Let some time pass to be absolutely sure, and then we’ll break the news. I shall announce it myself. You don’t have to notify Bokuli; just give her my summons. I shall deal with that irresponsible lass.’


‘As you wish, honourable mother. I will send her right away.’


Old Maghi bows and leaves. Yajnavati affectionately places a hand over Chandraprabha’s lowered head and asks, ‘Are you uncomfortable, my dear? Don’t be. You should relax. Once you are married, you are bound to become a mother one day. But, my love, don’t tell Ramchandra. Not until I say so. Do you understand? It’s too early to be certain. If it doesn’t turn out to be true, he will be devastated. You are aware of how emotional he is, aren’t you?’


‘As you say, dear mother. I shall not.’


‘Take care not to let your tongue slip. You can be quite restive at times, you know. The way you jumped upon noticing the bird-sized white butterfly the other day! You didn’t see how Bokuli and the other maids were laughing, did you? After all, you are quite young, although usually quite composed. Your arrival has brought great auspiciousness to the palace, and everyone here adores you. However, at times, you seem to forget your role as the queen and behave more like a young girl. Ramchandra may not always approve of your playfulness.’


‘In all honesty, dear mother, there are moments when I do forget. My own mother used to scold me for this very reason.’


‘It’s because your mother comes from a good lineage. She was angry because she understood the constraints women often face. We are of a high caste, part of the royal family. We must uphold our dignity even if it means setting aside our personal wishes and desires.’


Yajnavati finishes adorning Chandraprabha’s chignon with gold and silver flowers. After carefully placing the studded gold comb atop her bun, she turns Chandraprabha around to admire her. The young queen is dressed in a lavish yellow silk mekhela, paired with a beautifully embroidered riha. A deep red cotton chador, dyed with lac and boiled water, adorned with blue flowers, is elegantly draped over her. A silver girdle decorated with coral beads encircles her waist, with a stunning necklace extending down to her navel. Her dainty fingers sparkle with gem-encrusted gold rings, and a pair of bracelets adorn her wrists, while silver anklets enhance her ankles.


‘You look magnificent! As enchanting as a fairy! Now, please sit attentively. Allow me to guide you through what is expected of you during these times. With the blessings of Lord Biswanath, everything will be just fine.’


Wrapped in a cocoon of awkwardness and hesitation, Chandraprabha keeps her head lowered. She knows her liberal mother-in-law loves her deeply. Still, the queen mother’s sombre demeanour occasionally unnerves Chandraprabha for no apparent reason. She wonders if Yajnavati’s presence is the reason King Pratapchandra does not shower her with constant attention, fearing he might neglect his royal duties altogether. Pratapchandra desires to see Chandraprabha decked in beautiful clothes and ornaments at all times, and her apparent indifference troubles him. He demands her undivided attention when he is in the palace. Thus, her mother-in-law’s presence unwittingly becomes a source of comfort for Chandraprabha. She discreetly stows away the earthen toys made by Kamrup potters, which she had brought from her mother’s place, inside a wooden chest in her bedroom. On every available occasion, she retrieves them and immerses herself in play. During these moments, she does not welcome Pratapchandra’s proximity at all. Sometimes, she wonders if the king envies her toy collection.


One day, she had playfully voiced her suspicions, ‘You must be envious of my toys, aren’t you?’ Pratapchandra burst into laughter, but then his countenance turned serious. ‘You are right – whenever I sense that you care about someone or something other than me, it ignites a fire in my head, Mahishi. I feel infuriated with you.’ Her husband’s seriousness had startled her.


‘Pay attention to my words, don’t disregard them,’ Yajnavati calls out to her.


‘Of course, honourable mother,’ Chandraprabha meekly replies.


Yajnavati picks up a silver bowl from the intricately carved wooden table and pours a small amount of an oily concoction onto Chandraprabha’s palm, applying the rest to her face. ‘Autumn is approaching. You should wear this mask until spring arrives. Only then should you apply powdered sandalwood or pollen from the keteki flower to your face, which can also be applied to your lips to keep them supple.’


‘What is in this pack, Mother?’ the young queen asks, rubbing the aromatic concoction on her hands and arms.


‘We extract the saps of ripe orange peel, yellow mustard flower and other herbs to make this salve. Next, we add raw turmeric juice and butter, and heat the mixture in an earthen vessel. Once it thickens, we combine it with aloe wood and sandalwood. My mother-in-law taught me this recipe after my marriage. Soon, you’ll be passing it down to your daughter-in-law.’ Yajnavati chuckles, making Chandraprabha blush.


The queen mother then reaches for a bamboo tube wrapped in a green leaf from a nearby cane table. She takes a few drops of aromatic oil from the tube and gently applies it to her daughter-in-law’s smooth, prominent breasts, visible over her riha. After securing the leaf back around the tube, Yajnavati says, ‘My son adores this scent. Do you have some of this with you? Use it regularly, even in bed. Apply sandalwood paste over your breasts. Do you understand?’


‘I do, dear mother.’


Yajnavati smiles as she hands her the bejewelled mirror. ‘Look, look at your beautiful self.’


Before Chandraprabha can respond, King Pratapchandra’s anxious voice drifts into the room, ‘Honourable mother.’


‘Come inside.’


‘Dear mother, Mahishi is not in the bedchamber,’ the king says as he walks inside. When he notices Chandraprabha sitting near his mother, his glum face brightens.


‘Do you expect her to be confined to the bedchamber all the time? Why did you leave the royal court?’ Yajnavati laughs.


‘I’ve temporarily adjourned the proceedings. I have a headache, dear mother. And I wanted to tell you we are leaving tomorrow morning for the inauguration of Mayapur, the new capital of Majuli. I’m taking Mahishi with me.’


‘Indeed, she will go. What about me?’ Yajnavati teases.


‘Nothing could be better, Mother,’ Pratapchandra replies enthusiastically.


‘I was only teasing, dear. Chandraprabha, go attend to your husband. He is complaining of a headache.’ She smiles knowingly at the young queen, who leaves with her head lowered, visibly embarrassed.


Inside the bedchamber, the king draws her close to himself. ‘I’ve told you many times that when I don’t find you here, I get very upset. Didn’t I tell you to wait for me today? Why didn’t you stay back?’


‘Maah called me to do my hair. Should I have said no to her?’
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