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PART ONE




Ramdas Rao Bhonslé


Ramdas hardly noticed the phenomenal flight of swans overhead as he marched purposefully across the battlefield. Even flying elephants would not have distracted him. So preoccupied was he by the dreadful thing he was about to do.


Behind him lay Killa Fort, licked for the first time in centuries. It was suffering the painful rasp of the tongue of Defeat. Ahead was the city of Killa, bombarded beyond recognition. Milling around him was an army of battlefield ghosts: armless, legless, headless. The ghosts screamed. They tore at Ramdas, jealous because he lived. And above was Lady Night Sky, flaunting her star-sequined gown as if to mock Ramdas and his loss.


He had just lost queen and country. But that was only the first of his losses. Before the death god, Yama, came to take him, he was to lose much, much more. For Ramdas was one of those unfortunate beings doomed to suffer hell on earth to enter paradise.


He felt strangely naked, stripped of his patta. The long-bladed weapons had carved human flesh, splintered bone and bathed in blood. They had been so much a part of him that now his hands kept roving to his hips to grip them, only to grip air. The ultimate humiliation he suffered that afternoon still rankled—the surrendering of his swords to the British. They had even confiscated the bank tucked at his waist. The sickle-shaped dagger had served him well in hand-to-hand combat. He could still see the humiliating scene of surrender: himself, Captain Ramdas Rao Bhonslé, at the head of a snaking line of sepoys laying down their arms in separate heaps for swords, lances, daggers and muskets. It felt like being emasculated.


As his long legs erased the miles, Ramdas thought of his family.


His aging parents were agitated when he left the fort. They could not understand him. For the first time in his life, he was disobeying them. His wife was whimpering, terrified at the prospect of never seeing her new groom again. And all three were afraid for his life. But they did not say so in case the very words they uttered spelled his doom.


“Whatever you do, you can’t bring the Rani back to life. It’s over, Ramdas,” his father had said after a short argument, just before Ramdas left.


“Over? Not for me. I know I can’t bring the Rani back to life but by God I won’t let her death go unavenged!”


The family saw that anger, frustration and despair had settled like a fossilised twin in his chest. They knew Ramdas to be neither a man of mantra nor of tantra. If he were the former, he would be praying now, as many of his countrymen were. If he were the latter, he would be cloistered in the Shakti shrine, unconcerned about the fate of his country. But he was a man of the sword—a Kshatriyan—and in his book, loyalty and revenge were the sides of the same sword.


Ramdas’ comrades had not nicknamed him “Ranidas” for nothing.


“Ramdas” meant “Servant of God”. And since Ramdas volunteered for every action, overt or covert, ordered by the Rani against the British, his friends teasingly dubbed him “Ranidas”. He was her true servant. Even now he was on this self-imposed mission, knowing he might not return alive.


But then, who wouldn’t die for one such as the Rani? Many had volunteered to accompany him but he decided there had been enough death all around to last a century, and so had set out alone.


* * *


When the gods want a great rajah’s or rani’s death to be remembered with awe, they show a sign by creating strange phenomena. So the Marathas of Killa believe. Years after the royal personage’s ashes have floated down the mighty Ganges and mingled with the waters of the ocean, people will gather around fires on winter nights and talk of these phenomena. In hushed tones, they tell their grandchildren how, when such and such a rajah died, the god Indra suddenly javelin-ed lightning and hammer-threw thunder out of a blue sky. Or how Yama made the healthy royal elephant suddenly keel over and die; how Agni turned a green banana orchard black overnight; how Bhumi Devi aborted a centuries-old banyan tree in perfectly calm weather; or how Shiva petrified a standing teak grove.


One such phenomenon occurred in the central Indian kingdom of Killa after its rani died.


That night, the people heard a sudden whisper in the sky. At first they thought a swarm of locusts was approaching. They were used to the uninvited guests dining on their crops. But when the whisper became a clamour, they realised it was the flapping of hundreds of wings accompanied by ululating cries.


In Killa Fort, every Maratha rushed out to see. They were astonished, having never seen such a sight in Killa before.


There, appearing out of the north sky, were flocks of white, wild swans. They were flying in giant “V” formations. The swans flew so low the people could see their pink bills. What astonished them even further was: the swan leading the foremost flock was thrice the size of the others. As the swans flew overhead, their cries black-holed every other nocturnal sound. The swoosh of their wings blew dust into the pop-eyes of the spectators and sent dry leaves cartwheeling on the ground. Wave after wave flew by. Still ululating, the birds arrowed south, leaving the night air quivering like a plucked bowstring.


A momentary silence fell over the fort. Then everybody started talking at once.


The religious and superstitious were agog.


“It’s the Hamsa swan!” they cried.


“Goddess Saraswathi’s vehicle!”


“Rani Meera Bai’s come to us as the Hamsa!”


“She was the largest one leading the flocks!”


“Did you hear how forlorn her cries were?”


“She’s come in spirit to protect us.”


“Quick! We must offer oblations.”


Shaking their heads in wonder, the citizens hastened to pray, their grief and battle-weariness forgotten for the moment.


The few sceptics among them put the episode down to a freak winter up north in the Himalayas. The havoc must have panicked the swans into migrating four months earlier than usual, they reasoned.


Whatever the explanation, the occurrence would remain a topic of conversation for years to come in Killa.


* * *


The scent of stale battlefield blood choked Ramdas. He had to keep swatting at bluebottles that mistook him for a corpse, their lure being his bloodstained uniform and the superficial cut on his arm. They buzzed greedily around the cut. Ramdas’ ears still rang with the boom of cannons, the clash of steel and the roar of sepoys, all silenced since early afternoon.


As Ramdas had expected, wolves, jackals and dholes had invaded the battlefield. The night was savage with their snarls. Lammergeiers and crows had joined them. The scavengers were fighting their own battles over morsels of human and horse flesh: a severed thumb or a finger; a toe or an ear; a scrotum or a penis … In their frenzy, the canines snapped at Ramdas but he warded them off with his staff.


Just as he was thinking, Thank God the bodies and carcasses have been removed, he caught sight of the dead elephants. The thrashed sepoys had left their cremation till the next morning. There was not enough wood and they would have to range far to look for it. (The Rani was clever. Before the siege, she had made sure all trees and bushes in a five-mile radius around the fort were cut and the wood stored in the fort. That way the enemy would have no place to hide, no wood for their fires and no fodder for their animals. She only left the thorn trees around the fort standing.)


The enemy had used the elephants to pull gun-carriages. Now the elephants’ stiff legs jutted out amidst upturned cannons and formed macabre sculptures against the sky.


Scavengers were half-buried in the elephants’ bellies. Ramdas retched. Not that he was squeamish about gore. He had seen more than his share in his twenty-five years, especially during the past month’s siege. His nausea had more to do with the Rani’s death, and the loss of Killa. The gore just drove home the point with finality. Wanting to exit the battlefield fast, Ramdas broke into a lope. But his feet squelched in the blood-soaked ground and made his nausea worse.


He reached the zigzag trenches the enemy had dug outside the city.


In the dark, they looked like abysses. But Ramdas crossed them without incident.


Soon, the bombarded city of Killa loomed before him. It looked like a pile of bricks smashed by a Danava giant. Sounds of wailing flew out of the city like bats from a cave.


Inside the city, Ramdas saw women tearing their hair and beating their faces and breasts. Many were looking at the empty sky and chanting. They were still awed by the flight of the swans. The newly widowed had gone mad with grief. They were screaming as the flames of self-immolation gobbled them. Orphaned toddlers were bawling for their parents. They bawled even louder when strangers tried to console them.


In contrast, the men were quiet. The shell-shocked sat staring amidst their smashed homes. Those salvaging their possessions were dragging themselves about, as if shackled. Though they had taken the side of the Raj and had won, they knew deep down in their hearts that the true winners were the colonisers.


Ramdas paused to look at the Rani’s dreams, now dead like her: the half-built Moorish-style State Library, collapsed in rubble; the Phool Bhaag so full of orchids, roses, lilies and dahlias, ploughed up; the largest deul, masjid and church in the land, flattened; the new hospital, demolished; and the modern drainage systems, damaged beyond repair.


He ran past the Rani’s city palace. Travellers said it rivalled the Taj Mahal. Now it was a black cavern. The British had made it a point to raze the palace as soon as the Rani took refuge in the fort. To Ramdas, every burnt column was a prod, goading him to seek revenge.


Ramdas passed through the city unaccosted.


From the fringe of the city, all he had to do was take the shortcut across the smashana to reach his destination.


* * *


The smashana was a hellhole. In the aftermath of battle, the crematorium was dotted with mounds of burning corpses. Ramdas gagged as the odour of barbequed human flesh hit him. And the heat was so intense, he felt he would leave the grounds half-tandooried.


Ramdas saw sweating priests chanting mantras at the fires. A few men, either relatives of the dead or undertakers, were in their company. The priests looked half-dead. The siege had exacted its toll on them. It showed in the way they croaked, swallowed syllables and even whole sloka. Now and then, melting fat from the dead exploded in the fires, drowning their chants. “Fat” salutes in lieu of gun salutes for my queen, Ramdas thought bitterly.


Normally, people dreaded going near the smashana at night. They were frightened off by tales of the skull-garlanded Shiva dancing on the ashes of the dead. They said the skull cup he held in his hand contained fresh human blood.


Besides Shiva, there were the vethaala that haunted the crematorium.


Ramdas recalled that, as boys, he and his friends had dared each other to spend a night in these very grounds. Armed with sticks, they huddled under a monstrous banyan tree, hoping to catch sight of a vethaala—an ashen entity that enters a corpse and makes it rise and walk like a zombie. Once the vethaala clutches anyone, it never lets go. It devours him. First, it nibbles off the ears; then, it chomps on the nose; next, it sucks out the eyes. As it turned out, another apparition scared the shit out of the boys: that of a wild-looking undertaker wielding a cutlass. Ramdas and company ran helter-skelter.


They tripped and fell into ashes and went home looking like vethaala themselves. They abandoned the idea of vethaala-watching after that.


There was an ancient Shiva temple on the outskirts of the crematorium. Its granite edifice, polished for centuries with gingelly oil, gleamed like a sea serpent in the night. Inside this temple were the Shaktas who petrified ordinary folk. For Shaktas practiced black magic and sacrificed humans. They could put a curse on you and ruin your life; they could make you vomit blood or go mad; they could have you possessed by evil pisasu; and they could chop off your head and offer your blood to the blood-thirsty goddess, Kali. Cocooned in their cult, the Shaktas were not touched by the war, except for individuals who craved money and power.


As Ramdas neared the temple, he heard the sudden jingling of anklets. It reminded him of tales of the ghostly, white-garbed temptress, Mohini pisasu, who wore anklets and roamed at night to seduce unsuspecting mortals. But he made out a very mortal woman running out of the temple. She was naked from the waist up, her cascading black hair veiling one milk-white breast. Part of her underskirt was hitched and tucked at one hip, sensuously revealing a thigh. Laughing, the wanton rushed up to him.


Ramdas recognised her. But that still did not prepare him for the shock of seeing her half-naked and on the prowl.


She was Kausalya, the traitor Hanumant Rao’s wife. Husband and wife belonged to the Shakta cult. They frequented a shrine dedicated to Shakti (also called Kali) in the Shiva temple. There they invoked Shakti’s spirit with offerings of wine, fish, meat, grain and sex.


The woman’s possessed by a spirit all right, Ramdas thought; that of the country-wine kind; how she reeks of the stuff!


Still laughing, Kausalya caught Ramdas’ hands.


The next thing Ramdas knew his hands were cupping her breasts. He felt their temple-statue voluptuousness: firm, round, inviting. The rage he was in he felt like throwing her to the ground and ravishing her to death.


“Come! Come with me, my handsome,” he heard Kausalya croon. “Let me give you the Shakti, the Power! You’ll be a god among men once you’ve tasted of it!” She was referring to the ritual sex after Shakti worship.


Ramdas found Kausalya bewitching, even in the starlight. Her cat eyes jabbed green fire. Her body glowed. It looked like she had been carved out of ivory and then polished. As she purred and rubbed against him, Ramdas sensed in her the combined strength of the Gir lion and the Bengal tiger. He also sensed the danger.


Her grip was vice-like but Ramdas tore his hands away and strode off.


The lioness-tigress trotted up, pleading, “Don’t go, priykar. Don’t leave me!”


“Silence, woman! How dare you call me priykar. I’m not your lover!” Ramdas growled, glaring at her. “Your lover and husband is at the British camp, worshipping the Shakti they’ve given him. You can worship it, too, when he brings it home. If he brings it home, that is!”


When Kausalya tried to clutch him again, he broke into a sprint.


Kausalya shrieked: “May your sons be cursed!! May you never live in peace!!”


Still cursing, she scooped up handfuls of sand and threw them into the air to make her curses potent. For a second, the air was painted with her sinister sand art. Then the sand settled, each grain shot with the power to reduce Ramdas to dust.


Ramdas did not look back at Kausalya. As he dashed past the temple, he heard the beat of drums. The drumbeats signalled the start of festivities. He knew that inside the shrine, scores of Shaktas were dancing naked and coupling in frenzy, even before the blood had dried on the sacrificial stone.


* * *


Kausalya stomped into the Shakti shrine.


Two stone lions, their fangs bared, stood guard at the entrance. Their amber-embedded eyes looked frighteningly real in the night. Inside the shrine, the gargantuan statue of Shakti, in all her ten-handed glory, presided over the Shaktas. At her feet were heaped yellow and orange marigolds. She was surrounded by statuettes of dwarf demons, just as ferocious-looking as her.


The smell of ghee, burnt sacrificial wood and sweat greeted Kausalya. There was a trace of fresh blood in the air, too. But the body of the recently sacrificed virgin was nowhere in sight. Only her head, fringed by marigolds, rested at the goddess’s feet. The death-frozen, contorted features on the victim’s face told their own tale.


Through the flickering golden lights of the ghee lamps, Kausalya saw the mass of thrusting, heaving bodies locked in an orgy. Every level of society was represented here: from prince to pauper to red-robed priests in scalp locks.


Her warped need for Ramdas too much to bear, Kausalya grabbed the nearest single Shakta. She did not care that he was of the lowest caste—a Shudra—and a night-soil carrier.


The horny man was only too glad to oblige. It was only in the Shakti shrine, where there were no caste distinctions, that he could take a woman of higher caste, even a Brahmin like Kausalya.


As they joined the orgy, Kausalya fantasised the Shudra was Ramdas. She saw Ramdas’ black-opal eyes looking down at her; she touched Ramdas’ crinkly hair, his aquiline features; she traced the centipede-like scar on his cheek; and felt his powerful muscles. Like she had once, ten years ago.


Afterwards, shoving the Shakta aside, Kausalya hurried to skinnydip in the tank behind the shrine. She wanted to cleanse herself not only of the Shudra but also of the memory of Ramdas.


The tank was a carpet of stars. She plunged into it, melting the stars. When she resurfaced, she realized she was not alone. There was a lone white swan cruising on the water. It was huge and was gazing steadily at her, but that did not register. For, like Ramdas, she had only revenge on her mind.


Wrapping a strip of black voile around her glistening body, she ran towards an adjacent tenkdi. The tenkdi was a group of basalt rocks and boulders that looked like giant moles on the face of Mother Earth. She made a beeline for the only boulder with a crevice. The boulder was as big as a house and light pulsed from its crevice.


Kausalya found what she wanted in a cage next to the crevice. Inside the cage were half a dozen black cockerels. Outside were a chopper and a stack of coconut shells.


The place stank of rotting flesh and chicken droppings.


Kausalya opened the cage. The cockerels squawked. They fell over each other in alarm. She whisked one out. The bird fought her in a flurry of squawking, flapping wings and flying feathers. She held it to the ground with one foot. Her hands sure, Kausalya chopped off its head. She collected the spurting blood in a coconut shell. Cockerel blood would have to do in the absence of tomcat’s, he-goat’s or man’s blood.


Blood-filled coconut shell in hand, Kausalya slid through the crevice and stepped into a cave.


Shakta lore had it that the cave had been chiselled inside the boulder during Vedic times. Since then, Shaktas had used it for their darkest deeds.


The cave could seat at least fifty Shaktas. Its black walls and floor were streaked with thick olivine veins. The olive green of the veins made it appear as if serpents were writhing everywhere. And the floor had a shine, polished by the bottoms of countless generations of Shaktas.


A sacrificial fire illumined the cave. Shaktas had lit it earlier to cast spells. A rough-hewn image of Shakti sprang from one wall. Only the goddess’s protruding eyes and tongue were painted, the tongue blood red. Against another wall lay a pile of human-skull cups, bones and an urn full of ashes from the smashana. Camphor-fume choked the cave but Kausalya was used to it.


She stood still for a moment, listening. The uninitiated would only hear silence. But Kausalya’s trained ears picked up the ancient voices that filled the cave—voices that whispered tantric verses. Even as a child she had put her ear to the crevice to listen to the voices, when other children her age put their ear to the conch to listen to the sea.


Kausalya poured the cockerel blood into a skull cup and scooped ashes from the urn with another. She set both near the fire. Other paraphernalia she needed were already in place: ashoka twigs, camphor and a potion of crushed rose apple, plum and nipa flowers. The potion gave off a sweet-sour scent.


Sitting cross-legged in front of the fire, Kausalya smeared her forehead and arms with the human ash. She dipped her thumb into the cockerel blood and marked her forehead with it. Then she began casting her spell. Whispering incantations, she threw the twigs and a handful of camphor into the fire. The fire crackled in response. And its flames leaped devilishly. Next, she tipped in the potion she believed would begin Ramdas’ downfall. Then, the fire dancing in her eyes, she whip-cracked the words that would finally destroy Ramdas and his sons:


Kl-e-e-m! Hr-e-e-m! Shr-e-e-m!


I who am a Brahmin witch and devourer of my young,


I command Thee, O Thousand-Eyed Curse,


To come forth in your Chariot


and deliver this curse that I shall utter:


May he who spurned me consort with crones,


May he befriend she-devils and ogres,


May he and his progeny live their evil dreams,


May he and his progeny suffer a thousand calamities!


Accept my offerings of Ash of Man and Blood of Cockerel


and go forth, O Thousand-Eyed Curse,


over Kala they call Time,


over hills and mountains, rivers and seas,


and deliver my Curse!


Later, on her way back to the shrine, Kausalya noticed the swan was still gliding in the tank. It followed her along the edge until she climbed the steps to the shrine. Strange why the lead swan alone has stayed back, Kausalya wondered, having witnessed the flight of the swans. She did not for a moment imagine that, the next morning, Shaktas would find her mysteriously dead, one hand clutching a bunch of white feathers.


* * *


By the time Ramdas reached his destination—the British camp—his uniform of white salwaar, quilted tunic and red cummerbund was glued to him with sweat. (His pagri had been knocked off his head during the battle.)


He tied a black kerchief below his eyes to mask his face. With body slung low and one hand on the hilt of his kitchen knife, he crept through the elephant grass towards the tent city before him.


Campfires hissed in front of the occupied tents, their flames snake-dancing. More than half of the British sepoys were at the captured Killa Fort. The rest had stayed back to wrap up operations. While low-ranking British officers occupied the fort, the high-ranking were still at the camp. They proposed to move in the next morning. More comfortable accommodation would be ready by then.


A sudden movement in the grass startled Ramdas. In a flash he had his knife in his hand, ready to slit the throat of whoever it was. But it was only a shrew. He saw its dark form scuttling away in a hurry.


There were hardly any sentries guarding the camp. Those few who were on duty were lax to the point of chatting or smoking beedi. Their commanders ignored the misdemeanour. After all, they reasoned, there’ll be no more resistance from the Maratha wretches as we’ve confiscated all their weapons; we tigers needn’t fear kittens, need we?


Ramdas’ heart drummed as he slipped through the grass to the largest tent. He was sure that was where the British top brass would be. And his quarry, too.


Sepoys were eating and drinking around the campfires. There was an air of celebration as two nautch girls whirled and gyrated in front of them to the music from pipes and drums. The stitched mirrors in the dancers’ billowing skirts picked up the campfires and showered them like sunbursts in the night. Some sepoys clapped to the beat of the music. Your casualties may have been high, but when you defeated a formidable foe like the Marathas, you celebrated.


Some sepoys were snoring in spite of the revelry.


Around the fire in front of the main tent, a company of British officers belted out “Greensleeves”. Then they launched into “Loch Lomond” and “Homeward Bound”. The strains of “Blue Danube” (all the rage then), met Ramdas as he made an easy dash to the back of the main tent.


The men swayed to the mouth organ melody. Some grabbed partners and dragged each other around in a drunken waltz.


There were voices coming from the other side of the canvas.


“… To Her Majesty,” a sonorous voice said.


“To Her Majesty!” a group chorused.


There was a clinking of glasses as the top brass toasted Queen Victoria. A scraping of chairs signalled their sitting. There followed a murmur of voices.


An acrid smell seeped out from under the tent. Cigars, Ramdas thought. The thick odour tickled his nose and made him feel like sneezing. So he ran a few steps away from the tent. He remained there, fearing a sneeze would give him away. After that, he could only catch snatches of conversation.


Ramdas had a smattering of English. He learned it in the compulsory night classes organised for her military officers by the far-sighted Rani. From what he heard it was clear that a fête was in progress for the traitor and his three accomplices. The traitors had lowered the drawbridge and opened the North Gate that morning.


He heard Hanumant Rao crow as he accepted flattery from his bribers. There was the unmistakable heavy ring of sovereigns as the British threw Hanumant and his cohorts their reward. The beggars get their pickings, Ramdas thought.


He crouched in the grass and waited for Hanumant to come out. It galled him to think that Hanumant, his subordinate and an unintelligent one at that, could have duped him into complacency. How innocent and sincere Hanumant and his accomplices had seemed. It just goes to show you never know which viper lurks in which pit, Ramdas concluded.


He felt like kicking himself for not keeping an eagle eye on Hanumant. Especially since he had witnessed Hanumant’s depraved childhood in the village where they grew up together.


Hanumant came from a poverty-striken household. Contrary to the Maratha grain, his parents were too lazy to work. They stole food. His weaker siblings died from starvation. Driven by Hanumant’s constant clamouring for food, his parents beat him. They even scalded him once. He still bore the massive scald-mark on the left side of his chest. He was unschooled and wore the skimpiest of loincloths. And he was always begging for food and clothing. So it came as no surprise to anyone that he grew up vowing to become rich one day—by hook or by crook. “He’ll eat shit even for a single paisa!” people said of him. By the time the British arrived in Killa, Hanumant was prime material for bribery.


Ramdas knew that it would have been safer if he had waited for Hanumant in the city of Killa, where the traitor lived. But Ramdas suspected he would flee to another city, leaving Kausalya to her own fate. Though the British promised Hanumant protection, Ramdas was sure the traitor knew that his own people would lynch him in the city.


After what seemed like an interminable ten minutes, Hanumant staggered out of the tent. He looked like the Ramayana simian he was named after. His accomplices followed. They took a lighted torch each, hollered their goodbyes and came in Ramdas’ direction.


Delirious with joy, they held up their money pouches and shook them. Hundreds of jingling gold coins made music in the night.


The four did not notice Ramdas as they passed a couple of yards from him.


They did not stink of alcohol as Ramdas had expected. High on bhang, Ramdas decided. The British were known to satisfy every craving their stooges might have, be it for money, women, wine or drugs.


When Hanumant fell behind, Ramdas grabbed his chance. He pounced on him like a panther and caught him in a stranglehold. Then he slit his throat.


“Die, you jackal! Die!” Ramdas said vehemently. He felt a strange satisfaction as Hanumant gurgled blood and fell dead.


Hanumant’s torch set the dry grass on fire. Before Ramdas could stamp out the flames, the accomplices turned around to check the sudden glare. They saw Ramdas running away and raised the alarm.


In no time, the entire camp was chasing Ramdas. Dozens of torches turned night into day. Someone close enough made a flying tackle and floored Ramdas. In the struggle that followed, his mask tore off.


“It’s Captain Bhonslé! I’d know that scar anywhere!” one of Hanumant’s accomplices shouted.


“Kill him before he kills us!” another brother-at-treachery screamed.


Ramdas, alert, fought off the sepoy and British officer who were upon him.


Another officer lunged at Ramdas. As Ramdas fell supine, the officer fell on Ramdas’ up-turned knife. He hissed his dying breath into Ramdas’ ear.


If it had been only Hanumant that Ramdas had killed, the British would not have pursued the matter further. Of that Ramdas was sure. After all, they had given the traitor his promised reward. Their collective conscience was clear on that count. “The bloke is dispensable,” Ramdas could hear them saying. “Blimey! The money-worshipping rascal might just about betray us as he has his queen!” But then, a British officer was dead and that warranted immediate action.


As Ramdas fled for his life, he heard an officer bellowing, “Don’t let him escape! Search the city! Search the fort! And bring him back dead or alive. Jaldi! Jaldi!”




Killa


When the Moghul hordes of Genghis Khan poured through the Himalayan passes and swept across northern India, they set the seal on the course of the subcontinent’s history for the next six hundred years. That was during the thirteenth century.


By the time of the death of the last Moghul emperor, Aurangzeb, in 1707, Moghul rule extended from Delhi in the north to Haidarabad in the south.


But not all principalities and kingdoms fell to the Moghul sword There were pockets of resistance to the very end of Moghul rule. The Cholas and Nayaks to the south, the Sikhs to the north and the Rajputs to the west were untouched by Moghul reign, thanks to their fighting spirit. So were the Marathas.


The Marathas of Central India are engraved in history as the greatest freedom fighters India has ever known. Fiercely independent, they fought to the death any group that threatened their sovereignty.


During pre-Moghul days, the Marathas lived in scattered, selfcontained agrarian communities ruled by their own chiefs. Even then they clashed against each other at the first sign of incursion. Then, Maratha religious leaders like Tukaram, Eknath and Vaman Pundit brought about radical reforms during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.


Besides preaching universal values, they brought down the axe on the caste system by declaring all men equal before God. So the Marathas fought the high-and-mighty Brahmins and won social equality for themselves. But they were still a scattered people, easy prey for the designing Moghuls. Until the greatest Maratha of all—Chatrapati Shivaji Bhonslé—appeared on the scene. He united all the Marathas. He traversed the Satpura Range, the Western Ghats and the Deccan collecting able-bodied men. Then he transformed them from simple farmers tilling their land and tending their herds to a vast fighting force. Under his kingship, the Marathas fought the Moghuls. The all-conquering Akbar, Shah Jehan and Aurangzeb found their match in Shivaji. The Moghuls toppled, the Maratha stood like a colossus over India, with one foot planted firmly in Delhi in the north and the other in Tanjore in the south.


Then Shivaji died. His successors were not as capable as him. Absence of a strong leadership and centralised government coupled with poor economy and internal dissensions among Maratha chiefs served to produce disastrous results. Fine cracks started to appear in the Maratha Empire. The shrewd British, watching from the fringes under the mantle of the East India Company, obtained not only more trading concessions from rival chiefs but also concessions to govern vast regions. The chiefs, greedy for power, gave these concessions in exchange for help in waging war against each other. And the downward slide began.


During the Anglo-Maratha Wars from 1779 to 1806, Governor General Lord Wellesley wrested Delhi, Agra, Laswari, Cuttuck, Ahmednagar and Argaon from the Marathas.


A crushing blow fell when prominent Maratha rulers succumbed to the British onslaught. Daulat Rao Sindhia of Gwalior was routed in 1803, Yashwant Rao Holkar of Indore in 1806 and Peshwa Baji Rao of Poona in 1817.


But all was not over, as the British thought. They did not count on the tenacity of the Marathas. Fierce resistance continued even from the smallest kingdoms and principalities. Tatya Tope, Rao Saheb of Kalpi, Nana Saheb of Bithur and the Raja of Banpur were some of the scintillating stars on the Maratha firmament then. So was Rani Meera Bai of Killa.


Maratha history brims with Maratha queens and ordinary women who either fought Indian tyrants or foreign invaders. They were highly emancipated women who, ahead of their time, learned to read, write, ride, fence and shoot with arrows and firearms. To name just a few: there was Savitri Bai of Belvadi who held her besieged fort for a month; Rani Tara Bai Mohite of Marathawad who crushed the Moghuls; Rani Ahalya Bai Holkar of Indore who fought the British; and the firearms-trained Rani Lakshmi Bai Moropant of Jhansi who was another nemesis of the British. Rani Meera Bai of Killa was the last of these titans.


Killa was just as illustrious as its Rani. Illustrious because of its unconquered fort. (If there was any single factor that helped perpetuate Maratha rule in India for almost four centuries, it was the more than three hundred and fifty forts that dotted the land. Most were natural forts on rocky hills and were impregnable.)


An interesting story is told of Killa’s beginnings.


In the year 1400, a splinter army of the Moghul Tamerlane swept down the slopes of the Ajantha and started invading peaceful Maratha lands. One of these lands, Morgaum, with a population of thirty thousand, was ruled by Raja Sonaji Jadhav. A kind ruler, he was much revered and loved by his subjects. But the Moghuls sacked Morgaum in a lightning raid. They killed the palace guards, plundered the palace and sent the Raja fleeing in the middle of the night. They ransacked every home and slaughtered dwellers who resisted. Then they did something they learnt from Tamerlane: they built a pyramid, in the city center, with the skulls of the twenty thousand people they slaughtered. They considered it a grand monument to themselves.


But still the Moghuls did not leave Morgaum. An epicurean delight made them stay. Morgaum abounded in peacocks. And the invaders had acquired the taste for peacock meat from their raids into China where the meat was considered an exotic delicacy. So the Moghuls stayed until they hunted the peacocks to extinction.


The Raja and the survivors among his family, courtiers, nobles, sepoys and subjects trekked day and night through thick forests to escape the Moghuls.


One evening, they walked into a swirling fog. The further they advanced, the poorer visibility became. When the fog swallowed their surroundings and they could not even see their hands in front of their faces, they decided to stay put till the fog lifted.


It was then that they noticed there was something uncanny about the fog. All night, the people heard strange hissings, as if the ground was crawling with snakes. And yet they felt no such creatures on the ground. Where are we, they wondered; are we on magical or malevolent ground? They found out the next morning.


When the fog lifted, they saw before them a brooding basalt hill. The rocky hill rose steeply from its surroundings of thorny kanta trees. A circle of rocks sat on its crest like a crown.


Raja Sonaji was struck by the hill. He liked its defiant, craggy slopes and its shield of thorn trees.


“Why, it will make an excellent killa!” he exclaimed.


Everybody agreed with him. The hill had the ideal features for a fort: height, isolation and natural protection. A little strategic construction and it would become impregnable. The Raja sent out reconnoitrers to check out the hill.


It was while they were waiting for the reconnoitrers to return that something extraordinary happened.


The Raja was resting, leaning against a rock.


“Snake! Snake!” a courtier shouted and pushed the Raja away from the rock.


The snake that had half slid out from under the rock had the Raja and his people shocked. It was nothing like they had ever seen before.


For a start, it was double-headed. And its body was as thick as a man’s thigh. It had neither the diamond-shaped markings of a python nor the yellow-and-black bands of a krait. Neither was it green like a tree snake nor spotted like a viper. The nearest the people could compare it to was the king cobra. And yet it was not deep green or wholly pitch black like that species. It was black but pulsated with a royal purple sheen in the sunlight.


The Raja immediately consulted the Swami, his spiritual advisor.


“Maharaj, we stand on hallowed ground,” the learned man said. “This snake bears the sign of Vasuki.”


Everyone gasped. They knew that Vasuki was the mythical thousandheaded serpent that guarded the netherworld treasures of Pathaala. They watched spellbound as the snake inched back into its pit.


“The treasures Vasuki guards include the Navratna gems, Maharaj,” the Swami continued. “This is a good omen. Henceforth, Your Highness should wear the Navratna. They’ll bring good luck and prosperity to you, your successors and your kingdom.” The Navratna were the nine most precious jewels: diamond, sapphire, emerald, ruby, topaz, red coral, cat’s-eye, pearl and hessonite.


When the reconnoitrers returned with favourable reports, the Raja decided to set down roots in the new land. He ordered his people to build a fort on the hillcrest. Later, a city sprouted around the fort.


That was how Killa got its name. And how Rani Meera Bai came to wear the Navratna Crown.


The night after the battle, Killa Fort was knocked out from exhaustion.


The British Central India Field Force slept from the exhaustion of victory. The Marathas slept from the exhaustion of defeat. But regardless of how they slept, the next morning many would say they dreamt of a white swan.


For the Marathas, sleep was a short respite before the new day; a day that would see the rigor mortis of their spirit as they, for the first time, bowed to the British.


Only a few sepoys assigned to sentry duty were about. But they, too, were being courted by Sleep.


The daylight hours had been spent dousing fires and clearing the fort of the dead.


Dead people and dead horses had been stacked high. But Death still lingered. The dying tried to shoo it away but it would not leave.


All the Rani’s functionaries, including her wise chief advisor, the Diwan; the battle-scarred commander in chief of her army, the Senapati; and her fatherly mentor, Lakham Rao, had been captured and sent to the temporary gaol in the administrative block. Everyone knew what their fate would be.


There was nothing for the Marathas to salvage in the fort. They had donated most of their gold jewellery and money to The Cause. Whatever trinkets and loose change remained had been looted. Even the statue of Saraswathi in the Mandir had been ripped of its ornaments.


To the defeated Marathas, even their normal surroundings suddenly seemed unreal in the night: the bombarded magazine, the provisions store, the mint, the forge, the sickbay, the communal kitchen, the fort temple—all these looked like misshapen hulks from a nether ocean; the gutted fort palace, its white marble floors and walls now marred with patches of soot, was a colossal piebald from another world; the flag poles were serpents pointing to a godless heaven; the maidan was a sea of scum; and the haathi tal, where elephants bathed, was a molten tar-pit. But the wells were havens, tempting the weak-willed to jump in and end their great sorrow.


The only comfort the Marathas had was that their Prince Dilip had escaped the slaughter. One day, they told themselves, he would return to take up arms against the Raj, and win back Killa.


Meanwhile, they relived the horrible day in their dreams.


* * *


Morning, 17 June 1869.


Killa Fort wrapped its defenses about itself, crouched, and waited for the attack.


The fort looked down from the hill, like an all-seeing eye, on Killa. Its turrets and towers had defined the Killa skyline for five centuries. Its loftiest point was the Saraswathi Mandir, built by the Rani. An avid reader and collector of ancient palm-leaf texts, she had dedicated the temple to Saraswathi, the goddess of learning. Inside the temple was a golden statue of the goddess seated on her Hamsa swan. From this temple tower, one could take in the fort, the city of Killa and the vista beyond: the sweep of the Ajantha hills to the south, the tributaries rushing to join the Narmada to the north, the tilt of the Deccan to the east, and the dip of the Tapti River valley to the west.


Besides the Tophkhana House (for storing ammunition), forges, stables, sickbay, administrative block, living quarters and communal kitchens, the fort also housed two shrines, the Saraswathi Mandir and a palace.


The fort’s defenses were rock solid.


Razor-edged scarps were its first line of defense. Split skulls wedged in the crevices below were proof.


Kanta trees with spikes that ripped flesh like tiger claws were its second.


A moat infested with gavials was its third. Four drawbridges over the moat at the North, South, East and West Gate offered safe passage from the gavials.


The fort’s fourth line of defense were its walls. They were of masonry—red, white, grey and black stones—twenty feet thick and more than forty feet high. Even earthquakes had not been able to shake them. Hundreds of loopholes in the walls were ready to blizzard bullets on the enemy.


Guns were its fifth line of defense. Forty mortars secured the battlements. Four cannons, mounted on towers at the four corners of the fort, promised hellfire to approaching enemies. Of these, the cast-bronze monsters Indra Shakti and Mahisha Mardini were deadly, each with a range of five thousand metres. But deadlier still were the Megh Garjana and Agni Astra, reputed to devastate.


The sixth line of defense were the twelve thousand Maratha men, and women, garrisoning the fort. They were wizards with lances, sabres and muskets.


And the fort’s final and most important line of defense was the Marathas’ legendary spirit, courage and tenacity.


At precisely eleven thirty that morning, the British Central India Field Force fired its first salvo at Killa Fort. The shots fell short of the South Gate. So did the following shots.


Intelligence reports the Rani had received were accurate. The British were first attacking the superficially breached South Gate, hoping to capitulate on its weakness. But the breach had been shored up overnight and was stronger than ever.


About a fifth of the British troops were advancing towards the South Gate, scaling the precarious slopes. But the sappers did not stand a chance. Many fell on the kanta trees below and were impaled or disembowelled. The rest were closing in fast on the North Gate, leaving the East Gate and West Gate free. It was a complete change from the previous days’ strategy when they had stormed all the gates.


The Marathas bided their time for the enemy to come within range. Then, at a signal from the Rani, they opened fire.


Volleys raced each other to welcome the enemy in their fiery embrace. The explosions were so deafening it seemed as if the god Indra had released all the thunderbolts from his arsenal.


First to fall were the sepoys of the British army. The infantrymen, mere cannon fodder to their white officers, were mowed down by the barrage from the bastions, battlements and loopholes. But they kept coming. Waves of redcoats advanced like a red tide. Scores fell, but they were gaining ground, inch by bloody inch. Their cavalry, meanwhile, waited out of range, like a frozen red sea waiting to be thawed.


The shots from the British artillery were ineffectual against the fort. They were like pebbles hitting a monolith. Some shells blasted the gavials in the moat. The gavials thrashed, painting the air with blood-tinted watercolour.


Making no headway at the South Gate, the regiments from that target moved to join the assault on the North Gate. They swelled the red tide, creeping up the slope to the gate.


Suddenly, the cavalry erupted into action. It came thundering across the battlefield. As if on cue, the infantry closed ranks and dashed forward.


The Rani’s ace gunners opened fire with the Megh Garjana and Agni Astra. Living up to their names, the cannons exploded thunder and streaked lightning. Together, they quaked the air and the ground. Men and horses rocketed before crashing into the craters made by the cannons’ impacting shots.


The British cannons boomed in quick reply. But they were no match for the Rani’s twin gods of death, and her other batteries. The women servicing the Rani’s cannons rammed the gunpowder and shots down the muzzles so fast, and the gunners fired so rapidly, that the enemy had no time to duck their heads. Continuous firing made the battlements look like they were on fire.


The ace-gunners were demolishing the British batteries one by one. As more enemy guns and soldiers went down, it looked like the Marathas were well on their way to victory.


From high up on the Saraswathi Mandir tower, the defiant Rani observed the attack. A frown of anxiety marred her good looks. Her advisors nearby looked anxious, too.


The British sepoys were advancing in tight formation, even with most of their guns down. The whole army continued heading for the North Gate.


During the past days’ battles, the British had set a pattern of retreating as soon as their guns were silenced. But today, guns did not seem to matter. Neither did the lives of their men. They seemed bent on a suicide mission.


The Rani and her advisors were puzzled. What, exactly, were the British up to?


The answer came within a few seconds.


To their horror, the observers saw the spiked doors of the North Gate open and the drawbridge come crashing down. A skirmish had broken out among a small group of Marathas inside the gate. Shots were being fired. Maratha soldiers were falling. Those nearby were too stunned to move. The Rani, looking through her telescope, recognised Captain Bhonslé lashing out with his swords in the mêlée.


By the time the onlookers came to their senses, it was too late. The British Central India Field Force was a tsunami.


The Senapati gave a signal from the tower. All the guns around the fort were turned inward. Gunshots and cannonade rocked the fort. The reek of sulphur and saltpetre invaded the fort and spiralled sky-high.


The Rani’s infantry and cavalry leaped into action, roaring “Long live Rani Meera Bai!” and “Killa ka Jai! Victory to Killa!” In their white salwaar and tunics, the sepoys looked like a gigantic cotton cloud come down to earth. They engaged the enemy with a fierceness the Rani had never seen. The guns, meanwhile, concentrated on sections of the red deluge that were breaking away like lagoons to swamp the components of the fort.


The Megh Garjana and Agni Astra fired just a few shots before an elite company of snipers killed the ace gunners and their teams. Their replacements were also killed. With that, the great guns were silenced.


The Rani’s army fought with valour. But as the snipers scored bullseyes with the Maratha batteries, the enemy started gaining ground.


“Maharaj, it’s no longer safe for you to remain in the fort. You must leave immediately!” the Diwan urged.


“Leave? And surrender the fort to Inglistans and traitors? Never!”


The Rani was dark with fury. It had taken her a minute to realise that her own sepoys had betrayed her.


“There’s a trap door behind the Saraswathi statue. You can escape through the underground tunnel,” the Senapati suggested. “Quick! The Inglistans will be here any minute!”


“I don’t think the tunnels are safe anymore. The traitors would surely have laid traps there.”


“My child, your life’s what’s important to the kingdom now. Your bodyguards will see you through safely,” Lakham tried persuading her. “Don’t worry. We’ll rout the Inglistans yet.” The old man’s tremulous voice failed to convince the Rani.


“Forgive me, Lakham-ji. I must disobey you. I will not desert the fort. And I will not give up Killa!” The Rani dashed down the steps of the tower, leaving her advisors gawking.


As soon as they gathered their wits, the others clattered down after her.


Below, Mumtaz was already waiting with the Rani’s Arab stallion. Mumtaz was the Rani’s faithful Mohammedan companion. She and the Rani’s guards had seen the mayhem below. Knowing her queen, Mumtaz knew exactly what her decision would be.


All of them mounted their steeds and were off.


The Rani galloped, her raised sword a streak of silver lightning. Her advisors and Mumtaz rode abreast of her.


Like avenging angels, they plunged into the raging battle.


The sight of their monarch gave the Marathas fresh inspiration. They fought like demons. The British fought back doggedly. They had already seized the administrative block, magazine, munitions factory and provisions store, the element of surprise working in their favour.


The ground floor of the palace was on fire. The maids had formed a bucket brigade to battle the flames. Not used to drawing water from the wells and carrying buckets (the water bearers usually did that), they toiled with hitched skirts and uncovered heads. And they got no help from the soldiers assigned to the palace’s defense. The soldiers were falling like dominoes.


The living quarters, too, were ablaze. Old men and women were fleeing, hugging infants and dragging toddlers. For them, there was no place to hide. Those who escaped the enemy’s blades and bullets jumped into the wells for refuge. They were searched out and shot dead.


Invalids in the quarters were charred where they lay.


The Rani fought like a wounded tigress. Holding her horse’s reins in her teeth, she swished her twin swords right and left as she engaged two hussars. The white men were like birds in a tiger’s paw. In no time she had pierced one through the heart and slashed off the other’s arm.


Mumtaz fought next to her. She had not left the Rani’s side, ready to die for her queen. All the Rani’s advisors and bodyguards were nearby, too, giving the enemy hell. As the Rani was parrying another attack from three sepoys, Mumtaz saw a sniper taking aim at the queen. Screaming, Mumtaz rode straight towards him. In putting herself between his aim and the Rani, she took the shot full in the chest and fell dead from her horse.


The man’s next shot bored into the Rani’s left thigh, just as she had dispensed with the three sepoys. Ignoring the excruciating pain and gushing blood, she whipped out her pistol and shot him in the head. His brains splattered on the nearby sepoys. By then another man, a white officer, was upon her. He thrust his sword into her belly. Then he yanked it out and knocked the pistol from her right hand, cutting it. With a cry, the Rani used the sword in her left hand and sliced off his head. She had the satisfaction of seeing it trampled into the ground. But, by then, she had lost a lot of blood.


In the eternal seconds before the end, she saw the blurred faces of the Senapati and Lakham hovering before her. They clutched her to prevent her from falling off her stallion. Their cries of “Maharaj! Maharaj!” seemed to come from another planet. Far beyond them, she saw shadowy figures taking down something from the dome of the palace. In a flash of clarity, she saw that they were tearing down her Tiger Flag. Then they started raising the Union Jack in its place.


Beyond the flag, she saw flesh-hungry lammergeiers circling the fort in such great numbers as to almost blot out the sun.


Then, she sank into the strange darkness that was beginning to envelop her.




The Flight


Mukta Bai tossed and turned on the bare floor of her home in Killa Fort. Sleep had decided to play hide-and-seek with her.


Her day had been long and hellish. As an assistant nurse in the fort’s sickbay, her time was spent dressing wounds, applying tourniquets, administering chloroform and staunching blood flows. She had never seen such gruesomeness. The screaming of pain-racked soldiers coupled with the nonstop firing of artillery drove her to the brink of collapse. Only two things kept her going: her sense of duty and the thought of her husband, whom she loved more than herself.


At first, the maimed had only trickled in. But as the British advanced, broken bodies flooded the sickbay. Hundreds were laid outside where they did not stand a chance. They either bled to death or were massacred by the enemy.


Now, during her tortured sleep, Mukta saw only wounds spewing blood or mummies with bloodshot eyes. But she also saw a white swan serenely gliding by. On its head sat the Navratna Crown of the Rani.


Nearby, Mukta’s mother-in-law snored softly. Her father-in-law, a mat’s length away, was rending the bedroom with his snores.


They were lucky. They slept amidst the rubble of their partially bombarded quarters whereas hundreds slept in the open. Only their living room had caved in. Their bedrooms and kitchen stood intact.


The bedrooms provided much-needed shelter to four mothers and their newborn babies born during the height of the day’s battle. They were alive only by the grace of God. From where she lay, Mukta could see another woman in a corner of the kitchen. The stove fire the woman had lit to keep herself warm threw into relief her gaunt features. She was rocking to and fro and crying silently. There had been no ayah to help birth her baby and her first-born had been strangled by his umbilical cord. Someone had left a newly orphaned infant next to her. The baby whimpered. She looked at it, then turned away. The baby started to cry. Again she looked at it and turned away. Twice. Then the distraught woman could not stand the torture any longer. She grabbed the baby and suckled it at her engorged breasts, closing her eyes in pain and pleasure.


What beauty amidst ugliness! Mukta thought, watching the woman. There are new beginnings even in carnage, she mused. At sixteen, Mukta was beginning to learn one of her first lessons in life.


Mukta’s in-laws had escaped the carnage. As they had no grandchildren to look after, Raghunath Rao Bhonslé and Ganga Bai had been assigned duties in the sickbay. There, they helped the kitchen staff prepare light meals, pepper soup and goat trotter broth. Sometimes, Ganga even helped the nurses spoon-feed patients.


When the slaughter started, Mukta had propelled the couple towards the firewood stack at a corner of the sickbay wall. There was just enough room for the three of them to squeeze in, with others, between wall and stack. There they had stood sandwiched for hours until it was safe to emerge. By then they were stiff as poles. And, in their fear, the old had soiled themselves like babes.


Mukta sat bolt upright when she felt someone shaking her violently.


“You’re back, nawra! Thank God!” she said as she saw Ramdas standing before her.


“Sshh …” Ramdas signalled. “Quick, we must leave now! Wake Ma and Bah,” he said, panting.


Raghunath and Ganga got up and looked around, like little children lost.


“What? What’s happening?” Raghunath’s voice was half-asleep.
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