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To my family.


We don’t give them enough credit for tolerating us.




Note to the Reader


Don’t read this book if you love Karna.


Sometimes love makes us lose objectivity. Sometimes love makes us have pre-conceived notions.


That’s why.


Karna: The Son of Surya could be read as a standalone book as well as the sequel to Karna: The King of Anga, but remember one thing: this is not the Karna you’ve always known and loved.


This is a very different Karna. The kind that is hidden between the pages of the Mahabharata. This series, and this book especially, is meant to delve into the curiosity to understand what happens in his everyday life.


I was always fascinated by what was happening with the figures from the Mahabharata in between the big events that transpired. I didn’t want to write what was already out there in the public domain, but something that explored his life, his familial relationships, his insecurities, his fears, his successes.


So if you want to find Karna as he’s portrayed on television, movies and books before—don’t pick up this book.


But if you want to read a different version of him, one that explores his psyche and his relationships—then this is the book for you.


Thank you. And hope you enjoy this one.




PART ONE
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Adhirath, the father to Angaraja Karna, knew his death was close.


He had already lost so much in his life. He had lost his kingdom, his son for a while, his wife and his pride by becoming a charioteer.


But no.


It wasn’t because of that.


It was because he had an obsidian blade held right next to his pupils, as he lay on the floor, spread out like a butterfly, with his chest being pushed by a giant of a man.


“What do you want?”


The assassins didn’t speak. Didn’t even utter a single word. They watched him like hawks. And they weren’t the usual kind. No. They were possibly from a different world. They had large, inked tattoos circled around their bodies, in the shape of a python, while their necks were adorned by a large ceremonial necklace made of human bones. They had eyes like a leopard, and their bodies were larger than that of an ordinary man.


Adhirath realised that when one is so close to their death, one doesn’t notice the intricacies of their killer, instead recalls the regrets of their life.


He wished he could be there with his sons. One became an ascetic. Shon. Another became the ruler of his kingdom, along with his wife. After Radha, his wife, died, he had begun to live with Karna, to be close to him, and he would go on hunts occasionally. He would bring a hare back, or probably a rabbit sometimes. A party would follow him, with cooks and chaperones.


But today, these assassins, these fiends had happened to murder everyone around him.


The lush forest of darkened woods, seemed crimson in colour, drenched in the karma of his past life.


“Who…” he coughed, “are…you?”


Another assassin appeared, looking similar, with darker skin. He knelt down, and with the blood that swallowed the earth he wiped Adhirath’s face.


At that moment, he saw his entire life flash before his eyes. He saw when he and Radha found Karna in a basket. He saw how his pride vapourised when he begged at Dhrithashastra’s feet to save him. He saw the years he hadn’t been around his son, only to meet him and reprimand him again. And he saw his son rule like a hero, in a kingdom where many had disrespected him.


And he smiled.


For he was about to meet his wife. For he had truly achieved, what very few fathers could.


He was able to see his son became a man.


The assassin chortled, and breathed next to Adhirath’s face, and said…


“We…are…a…message.”
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Today, she was not a mother. Today, she was a queen.


Shanaya never knew being a queen would be like another job.


It sounds fancy, and you go to the occasional party where you get noticed. But other than that, running a monarchial kingdom like Anga, was more about the boring stuff. From sorting out administrative structures, to finding out about enemy spies, and keeping sure the allies are happy by handing out gifts and inviting them over for feasts. After a while, it does get awfully exhausting, and with no husband in sight, she felt all alone.


Karna, by far, wasn’t a bad partner, of course. But when he had handed her the kingdom, he had informed her he will be absent, for his fealty rested with Suyodhan. He wouldn’t be a part of Anga, but only the face of it.


And at that time, Shanaya had taken it up in good spirits, but now, it was getting tougher. Especially now that she was pregnant with her third child, almost seven fortnights in already.


On every sunup, she holds an assembly, during which she has a small court hearing in her throne room, where the people of the state, the ministers, and the soldiers, would listen to the captors and Shanaya would give a sentence that would be appropriate and accepted by the people of the state as well.


And she was good at it. Pretty good.


But not today.


Today, she was afraid. She had seen the list of people who were coming for the court hearing, and one of the prosecuted was someone she knew.


I miss Vasu.


Shanaya was a simple Greek girl from the island of Essos, before her father had whisked her off to this place. Marriage with Karna was not supposed to be about love, but they ended up falling in love. And while it was true that he had other wives, in other parts of the country, they were more martial and trade alliances than anything else.


For him, she was the only one. And nothing would ever change that. Hopefully.


A young albino boy appeared on the stand, white as a steel cloud on a hazy morning; he had red eyes, and chapped lips. He was wearing an ornate dress, and his hands were tied in the front, he had a stern face and clenched mouth.


Shanaya nervously sat on the throne, shifting, and turning. The royal guard noticed her uneasiness and inquired about it, which she dismissed. She had not seen the albino in months.


“My lady,” called the minister of law, who had a belly far bigger than her, a double chin that would embarrass even frogs with his slimy eyes, “we present you Vrishaketu. A vicious beast of a boy, a troublemaker of the highest order.”


Vrishaketu remained stoic and stern.


“I am sure you must have heard of his antics, but we found him, and dragged him here from the deserts, where he had been hiding with his pack, like bandits. He had been scrounging the earth, for all I care, and we as the people of Anga, we are very glad, that a horrible, dishonourable…”


“I get it, Ugra,” spoke Shanaya with a whip. “Continue with the charges.”


The minister of law gleefully chuckled. “As you are aware, King Yudhistr of Indraprastha,” he rolled his eyes, as if it was just something he had to say, “held a Asvamedha Yagna, at the behest of his priest, who had recommended it. The horse, as you know, with a pack of his men, travelled to different places, and the ones who dared to stop it, were met with the greatest of challenges thrown in by King Yudhistr’s brothers and allies.”


“Thereafter, they had lands to themselves, and so much blood was shed. They dared not to insult Anga, with such a pretentious ceremonial thingy. They stayed away, thanks to you, my lady, as well as the Great Lord of Sun Suryaputr Karna…”


“Ugra, continue. No need to impress us. You already do that by being the butt of many jokes in the ministry.” She snapped.


Ugra got embarrassed, while everyone chuckled, but only Vrishaketu remained stoic.


“Anyway, Vrishaketu, who is a citizen of this land, had happened to side with and become an ally of Yudhistr, without our government’s knowledge. Even though he knew very well it would not be entertained, and we shall never agree to becoming allies of Yudhistr, he continued to run campaigns for him, in secret.” Ugra spat. “And worst of all, he won a campaign. The King Anushalva of the Chandravamsha Dynasty, a great ally and a patron of moonlit arts, he was broken down and killed by this very man!” He pointed to the meek albino, who had a shrewd smile on his face now. “Not only did he side with our enemies, he killed our ally and the other allies of our land have begun to worry. They think Anga can’t control its citizens. My lady, do a favour to Anga, and sentence him to a punishment of the worst kind, so he’s served…” he moved closer to Vrishaketu, smelling him, “what he deserves…you horrible, horrible, disfigured thing, you degenerate.” He whispered.


Shanaya blinked, unable to feel what she wanted to feel. She saw Vrishaketu, and clenched her fists, grabbing her gown tight, while her crown lay heavy on her head, and her heart was bursting out of her chest.


“Do you have anything to say, boy?” She asked. “You have been accused of crimes that are punishable by death. Is there any remorse, any regret?”


Vrishaketu stayed still, blinking, not even uttering a word.


She knew why. She knew him so well. He was a rebel. Always. Since he was young.


“I sentence you to death again.” She announced, leading to a triumphant uproar, while she shed a tear.


For she had just ordered her men to kill her son.
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They called him the King Killer.


But then he had many names.


He was already overweight when he was born, a burden to his mother, and a painful cry to the skies, like a thick waft of wind. As a child, he ate more than everyone, and grew more than his brothers. He had double the biceps of anyone his age and his crackling thighs would ensure he could lift anyone from the ground, even the biggest men. He grew up to be a seven-foot giant, and was called mighty and great.


His real identity was always the wolf-bellied, because he ate so much and yet remained relatively thinner than his peers.


He went by the name of Vrikodara.


When he was sent to the east to conquer lands for Yudhistr for his Asvamedha Yagna ritual, many whimpered and many were cornered, and many fought back. The latter’s heads—kings and queens, princes and paupers—were trampled. He would sever the scalps, or their heads. They said he was good at bursting eyes like a melon pop. They said he was a force of nature, and not even an elephant could trample him.


They said a lot of things, but not for too long, for they didn’t live long enough.


But Raja Bhagwant of Mallrashtra was smart. At least better than the clutter. As Vrikodara’s army had begun to march towards his kingdom, he knew he would be dead. He had a boutique kingdom, surviving on thick pinewoods that used to grow in the back of his land. He had a quiet life, and he had a penchant for women.


Any ruler of this size would bow to Vrikodara and Yudhistr’s might and suffice to say, Bhagwant would do as well. It’s the smarter thing to do.


But there was just one catch.


Bhagwant had somewhat of an altercation with Vrikodara, when he was a prince and Vrikodara was one too.


Probably he won’t remember, Bhagwant thought. It wasn’t a big thing, really. But should I take my chances?


And it was better to find the answer to this question by staying alive than by putting his fate in Vrikodara’s hands.


But he chose something in between. He staged his kidnapping by paying the river pirates of Mo Chhu River, with a lot of gold, to show he was forced into doing their bidding. But rather, he was to be dropped in the far lands, away from his kingdom, and live a quaint life. He had put himself inside a rubble of a treasure chest, big enough to contort and taken away for godforsaken paradise.


He was glad. He was finally out of this horrible… horrible…fate. He could live now. He could live by hiding. Not the noble life of a king, but still enough. He had to be just dropped at the rendezvous point and from there, he would be taken away to a secret hideout. He would be free…free…


And the treasure chest opened, in the middle of the river.


He took a deep breath, as if it was a sigh of relief.


“Have we reached?” He asked the pirate, who towered over him.


“Yes, my lord, we are reaching the shores.”


“Good, good,” Bhagwant chuckled, and smiled. “Good job, you lot. Can’t believe I have been fighting you all for so long for all the thieving, smuggling and robbing, when I should have just bought you. You get sold for everything, even helping your enemies.” He chuckled at the notion. “Won’t say it’s a very comfortable journey, so to speak,” he looked around the moving river, and the wooden ferry on which he was being carried. He had, for major reasons, wore civilian clothes, and the gold and the gowns were left behind in the rooms of his royal quarters.


As he came out, he noticed, he was close to the shores, parked and ready to leave. But there was something wrong. It felt like…


He had returned to the same place from where he had left. He began to shiver with confusion, as the two pirates gleefully looked at him, and he remained confused, till he noticed—the army of Yudhistr’s symbol, the elephant of a flag, and in the middle, a man sitting on the ground, playing with sand, as if waiting for something, his head bowed down.


Behind him, rested all the elephants and the cavalry—as if the entire army of Vrikodara, thousands of soldiers and the party, instead of coming to the kingdom, appeared here on the riverbanks.


The man in the middle was not wearing a breastplate, just a golden dhoti with blue and black marks spread across his stomach as well as his chest, like a badge of honour. A belt hung around the man’s waist, with severed skulls of the kings he might have killed during the conquest of the east, and his eyes were black-brown from the dusty roads, his skin bronze, with large sideburns almost crossing the better half of his bulbous face.


From afar, one would say he was a good-looking man, but his face had the deadliness of a marauder and a killer.


He played with sand, putting a waft of it in his hand, then letting it slip.


Bhagwant realised the pirates have been bought off by Vrikodara. He was surprised, wondering how Vrikodara got to know.


Immediately, he fell on the sand, and began to cry next to Vrikodara. “I have given off the kingdom. It’s yours. Just let me live. Please.”


Vrikodara didn’t say anything, while the king whimpered next to him.


“I don’t know what you want from me. I am not going to impose any sort of threat. I don’t even care about the bloody kingdom. It was handed down from the royal lineage that I am a part of. Please…please leave me alone.” He paused, as Vrikodara listened, without a single blink, just staring at the sand, instead of looking at him. “I…I…” he began to cry to the soldiers, the cavalry, “please, please save me…I have done nothing. I have nothing. I have no riches. I have no gold to give. Everything is in the palace. Take it. Take everything. I don’t need it. My life is more precious to me than the bloody temptations of the world.”


And then Vrikodara spoke, as thunder crackled and the bodies around him shifted. He said: “One wonders, why leave everything behind to go and live a life as a poor man? Unless…there’s paradise.”


Bhagwant’s blood ran cold. Yes. He did have a palace, hidden away. Many wives of his were there too. Less people. And more luxury, hidden in the blankets of the mountains, in the mist, unseen and magnificent. He always wanted to spend his retirement years there, and he was finally given a reason to leave behind the administrative duties of a king. He could be retired from the duties of his late father’s impositions.


“You could have taken the kingdom. But you brought your army here…why?” Bhagwant asked, realising his death was close. “To attack just me? Why so many to attack just me?”


“No,” he shook his head, as Vrikodara stood up, wiping the sand from the back of his dhoti, “they are here to watch a king cry.”


Bhagwant noticed the giant of a man he was, away from the splendour and the tall tales, he was a god amongst men, with curly long hair, and a heaving chest.


He grabbed Bhagwant by the neck and threw him on the ground. A pulsating pain travelled through the former king’s body, as he could feel some broken limbs. He tried to scamper away quickly, but he was met by resistance as his leg was pulled back, and thrown again on the ground.


“WHY? WHY ME?”


“Because…” Vrikodara grabbed him by the face and began to squeeze it like a lemon, “because, a long time ago, you had made fun of me once, of my weight, of my height and no one…no one except my brothers have the right to make fun of me.”


And Vrikodara punched his chest, letting his fist go through the heart, pulling out the pumping organ, his hands replete with crimson silver, as Bhagwant’s eyes became lifeless in a matter of seconds.


He lifted the heart towards the skies and everyone began to chant loudly, everyone began to hoot, and the drums began to beat and the ravens cawed in the skies, while thunder clapped in the background.


He heard his name.


No. Not the name that he was given as a young boy. But the name he had earned during the conquest of the east.


“KING KILLER!” They loudly clapped and announced. “KING KILLER BHIMA!”
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They walked on the lonely road, inside a large forest, until they became nothing but dots in a starless sky.


“How long has it been?” Asked the friend, Danube.


“Been a week now,” responded the grandson to Adhirath, the eldest son of Karna, Satyasena, “and dadaji returns by now. One can only imagine that something has happened to him.”


“Understandable.” Danube nodded, as if he cared.


He was mostly intoxicated, and he was one of the close friends to Satyasena. They would gamble, woo women, and probably feast at the local taverns under guises when they must. Danube wasn’t as notorious as Satyasena, the opposite of everything that Karna stands for. A rebel of some kind, a rulebreaker, an atheist of the highest order, and yet a perfect, true loyalist to the throne of Anga.


“Heard about your brother,” said Danube, “what a travesty.”


“I agree.”


Their horses winced and moved slowly in the deep, dense forest, where the skies had begun to look like fiery.


“Do you care?”


“No.”


“Oh come on, you do. You were close, you lot.” He hiccupped.


“No.” Satyasena shook his head.


“I remember this one time you both were playing close to the balcony, and he pushed you, right? Something to do with the kingdom and everything. That he wanted the throne of Anga for himself.”


“No.”


“Then what happened?”


“Sad though, with his skin and the rest of him. He looks like a darn monster.”


Satyasena didn’t say anything. As a young kid he had always heard about his brother looking like a monster, like a horrible piece of mess. Because of the skin issue, Satyasena used to feel pity as a brother, embarrassed too, until he began to go against the crown. It was the little things. Spending too much time with the children of the Pandavas, talking about the crown kings. He used to be enamoured, until he began to get close to the darkness that was Arjun. He was especially close to the archer, who was after all, their father’s rival, and they had so much in common.


Now he had uttered hatred for his brother. Though, of course, he didn’t let it show on his face. He managed to simply smile.


Only he wondered if his brother didn’t have the skin problem, he would look like Satyasena. Handsome, cherub, high cheek bones, bronze skin, with the long shoulder length hair. Unfortunately, he didn’t have the archery skills of his father or Satyasena, who was also an excellent archer. No. Vrishaketu was more of a sword player, but he was a brilliant one, as much as his health permitted him to be.


“What do you think happened to your grandfather? Do you think it was a boar attack? Or was it the Nagas?”


“I don’t want to think anything,” said Satyasena.


No one had asked him to search for his grandfather, but he did it because he loved him. Probably the only person he genuinely loved. And he had vanished into thin air. His mother was calm about it, said it’s fine. His father was absent, as always, probably off wandering with Suyodhan uncle. So, without telling anyone, and out of sheer worry, he left with his friend to search for his grandfather. If his mother got to know he had left the kingdom, alone, without a party of soldiers accompanying him, he knew he would be hung by his mother, for a king’s son shouldn’t be scurrying around like that.


“And whatever happened with that plan?”


“What plan?”


“About defaming Bhima.”


Satyasena was quiet.


By that time, Danube had picked up his flask and was taking a sip of the intoxicant. “You know the plan. The psychological war that you say you were fighting.”


“What plan?” He tried to act dumb.


“Where you would spread false rumours, gossips around the entire country. Hire people to tell that he is a big wimp, a mamma’s boy, make jokes about his weight and how he eats up everyone’s food. You would create all these rumours about him, tall tales, and they would spread them, to piss him off. You also do one thing…” he hiccupped, a bit drunk, “create caricatures of him, to make him look extra fat, and use these images as posters to defame him, to make fun of him. You were angry with him because of the entire yagna, going around, toppling the allies of Anga, and you wanted to have your own sweet revenge against the big man, the giant.”


Satyasena clenched his jaw. That was kind of a good way to do it, without being caught, and that just required a little bit of money.


They reached a place where he began to see the dry blood, the corpses lining up, and the horses and elephants just scattered, smelling like dead flesh, rotting up the place, with the flies swarming and what not. He put a scarf around his mouth to cover the smell, and looked at a body which seemed very familiar.


And, of course, to his dreadful, horrible realisation, it was none other than his grandfather.


He scratched his head, and his heart wanted to cry for him. But he suddenly noticed how his grandfather’s eyeballs had been plucked out. In fact, the eyeballs of all the corpses had been gouged out, as if taken like collectible tokens.


“This is horrible,” Danube went in a corner, and began to retch, “who in God’s name would do that?”


Assassins, of course. And a special kind.


Satyasena watched the corpse for a moment, hoping it might flicker, but it had been like that for a while now. And he felt bad for his grandfather, what a miserable death it was.


“I need to go back and tell mother about this.”


But Danube was vomiting in the bushes, and in the middle of it he asked, “Why just you? Why not me?”


“Because you speak too much, and you remember too much, and I cannot afford to have big mouths,” said Satyasena as he brought out the dagger and stabbed him on the spine from behind. Danube fell on his own vomit, and Satyasena rolled him over, while Danube cried, as Satyasena began to pluck out his eyeballs, to make it look like he died along with the entire crew. “What I did…against Bhima…should never be spoken about, in drunkenness or in haste, otherwise…there will be a war, and a very bad one, and I can’t afford my father to be angry.”


But he spoke to a corpse now, as Satyasena had completed the surgery, and blood was smeared all over his clothes.


“You were wrong.” He said, wiping the blood from his face. “It was not Vrishaketu who pushed me off the balcony. It was me who did it to myself, so the blame would fall on him.”
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There’s a moment of insanity every man experiences in his life.


Usually, it is accompanied by the simple concept of love.


And just like that, Suyodhan had fallen in love with the princess of Kalinga, daughter of Chitraganda. When he couldn’t get her because she had rejected him, for her father didn’t want him, Suyodhan did what he had to do.


He kidnapped her.


Oh, it was a simple plan.


Take her and then make sure she falls in love with him.


Everything went according to the plan. He had come to the palace to discuss trade routes, but instead used the back entrance and took hostage of the ruler’s daughter.


He stole the chariot too. Very un-royal-like behaviour. And as the soldiers and the guards had reached out to him, he managed to escape in the nick of time. His dear friend had happened to open the doors of the royal quarters and he was out on the streets.


Suyodhan rode the chariot at breakneck speed, through the middle of the bazaar, with Bhanumati behind, her hands bound by a rope. “Are you mad? What are you doing?” she screamed.


“Expressing my love!” Suyodhan yelled back.


“How is this love?”


“You were caring too much about those other suitors who were trying to woo you. I couldn’t let that happen.” He shouted back.


They had entered a narrow lane, and anytime now the guards would start catching up.


“My father wanted it.”


“I know! And I know you want me!”


“Before! Not now, you idiot. You are a criminal in the state of Kalinga.”


He turned, with a sly smile on his face. “But I am the king and the heir to the throne of Hastinapur, the king of kings and you’ll live a comfortable life with me, I can promise you that.”


She rolled her eyes and fell back, her chestnut hair dancing, her olive skin fair and gorgeous. Bhanumati was the kind of woman anyone could go crazy for. And Suyodhan had his fair share of women in his life, but no one could ignite the fire within him the way she did.


As they reached the cross section, a horse appeared, with an archer on top, and Suyodhan could tell that it was one of the suitors.


“By the law of Kalinga, stop or I shall shoot you.”


Suyodhan beat his chest. “SHOOT!” And took off his armour. “I have nothing to fear.”


The suitor was about to shoot an arrow, when another arrow just struck him, and he fell from the horse, with an intimidating pain on his shoulder.


Suyodhan looked up towards the buildings, and standing there, with his dhoti, a casual yellow shawl, with flowing hair and golden skin, was…


Karna.


Holding his bow and arrow.


He jumped and landed next to the chariot, then pulled himself up with the help of Suyodhan.


The two friends shook hands.


“You were being awfully brave in front of the missus.” Karna chuckled, glancing at Bhanumati. “My lady.”


“I knew you were there.”


“Sure, sure. And if I wasn’t?”


“I don’t think a scenario like that would ever come in my life.”


Karna chuckled, soon after they saw more soldiers appearing from all sides. “You sit back. I’ll ride the chariot for you.”


And he grabbed hold of the reins, while Suyodhan sat behind, flashing a grin at Bhanumati who just scowled under her breath. They began to move towards greener pastures, away from the bazaars, he knew that there was a small lake ahead which could be crossed and they could be out of the kingdom in no time. Dozens of suitors, their soldiers, their minions were following them, shooting arrows, throwing axes and what not.


The horses moved fast. Suddenly Karna stood up when he saw a group of buffaloes all huddled up and angry, and he shot at the rope which was keeping them tied up. Immediately the door opened, and the buffaloes escaped using all their might.


Karna sped up, moving forward, with the buffaloes behind him to stop the suitors.


“Good job, my suta!” Suyodhan chuckled.


“I’ll kill you!” Karna laughed back. “You are turning us into criminals and we are acting like fools.”


“We are acting like men in love!” Suyodhan looked at Bhanumati who just shook her head in disbelief.


They moved forward, letting the buffaloes take care of their enemies. When they reached the lake, he saw a man in a dhoti and a turban standing in front of them. He had a moustache, with a sword in his hand.


“I’m going to kill you! You can’t take away my wife!”


“Oh dear,” Bhanumati shook her head, “he’s the one my father favoured the most.”


“Then let me do the deed.” Suyodhan stood up.


“Oh, shut up! You sit down. And let me do it,” Karna said. But there was more to it than met the eye. For this suitor, Suyodhan didn’t remember, was the same prince who laughed when Suyodhan slipped and fell in a pond, and all the Pandavas had laughed too during the Rajasuya Yagna. He was humiliated and embarrassed and Karna would never forget that moment, his friend crying, being of such stature and yet be treated like a nobody. He had to show him his place.


“But she’s the love of my life.”


“That is all right. But I am your friend and I need to take care of this.”


Karna pushed him back, and came on his feet, then he moved forward towards the enemy in front. The man came close to him, swaying his sword, which Karna deflected, and brought out an arrow only to plunge it on his back. The suitor cried in agony, as Karna punched and pushed him to the ground.


“Never lay eyes on my friend’s woman!” He said.


“Good job,” Suyodhan said. “But I could have done better.”


Karna rolled his eyes.


“Should we move towards the horizon now, my lord?” Karna asked.


“Absolutely.”


Karna reined the horses and moved forward, as the suitor tried to stand up and Karna with a side flick of his leg struck him. He rolled over falling inside the pond.


Glad there’s a thing called karma in life.
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When she was eight, she believed in dreams.


When she turned twelve, those dreams became the things she wanted to escape from.


There was a concept of oracles within the Greeks, and Shanaya’s father, who had the Greek blood in him, had a strong notion that his daughter could see the future. At the very least, a fragment of it. Fifty sundowns prior to the death of her mother, Shanaya had witnessed it in the lustrous landscape of illusion.


It haunted her, and she ran from it, hid from it. She stopped dreaming. She started feeding herself opium, to give herself a good night’s sleep. But that had to stop when she got pregnant. Even her husband was unaware of her addiction. For a few years, everything was fine.


Until…it happened again.


She began to see them again. She saw a lake. A lake with a deep, enriching redness to it, and whoever stepped inside would be burnt to crisp and slowly withered away in the ashes of time. And she witnessed a slaughter, so horrible that her mind couldn’t comprehend it.


Just like the one in the crematorium.


She stood with a scarf covering her face, one hand on her belly, as she walked around the large, underground facility of corpses, lined up on hard, rocky slabs. The smell was terrible, and the aura was even worse. It felt like she walked amongst ghosts.


Ugra was behind her, her minister of justice, as well as Menander, the embalmer, with his dark skin, being of Greek descent himself, from the party of Captain Archimedes, sent by her father to have trusted liaisons in the city, which was popular for backstabbing.


“I am sorry, my lady. This is…”


“Oh god!” she shook her head, “Who did this?”


And she walked over to the one corpse that she never wanted to see in her life.


Karna’s father.


Adhirath.


He was sunken, dried up, almost pale, and looking ghastly…like a fallen king. “He’ll be devastated,” she murmured. “He should not know.”


“We plan to keep him embalmed, so when Lord Karna appears we can carry out his final rites. Have the pigeons been flown?” Ugra asked Menander.


“No.” She shook her head. “He should not know.”


“What do you mean?”


“He will know when he’s ready. Let him return first.”


She took a decision. She wondered what’ll happen to him. It scared her, petrified her.


“Do you think that is wise, my lady?”


“Telling someone their father is dead is never wise.” She responded. “And telling them over a bloody pigeon, that’s worse.”


She shook her head and looked into his eyes, how cleanly they were wiped out.


“Who did this?”


“I have an opinion.” Menander spoke in between with slight hesitance. The man was fair, with green eyes, and a cherub face. Probably a handsome man once, his body and face had been exhausted from handling so much death.


“Pray tell,” Ugra said.


“Oh, I’m afraid.” He shivered. “I believe it’s the Maharogas.”


“The Maha what…” Shanaya was confused, while Ugra just coughed in fear.


“Impossible.”


“It’s the same modus operandi,” Menander said. “And I follow the manuals of the Greek travellers who have come to this country.”


“But they are dead. Extinct. Purged themselves, by fighting each other.”


“Who are the Maharogas?” Shanaya asked bluntly.


“A primordial version of the Naga tribe. While the Nagas worship the cobras, the Maharogas worship the pythons,” said Ugra. “But that was not it. They were horrible, disastrous, completely bogus. Myths. Tall tales spoken by the Nagas probably to scare the country folk. They have not been seen for years.”


“Why do they take out the eyes?” Shanaya asked Menander.


“A token, my lady,” he said. “To show their chief that they have taken the one thing that’ll help them attain an afterlife. They believe eyes are the most precious organ to follow through in the afterlife, and they should be protected. But if you take them out…they have nothing to see.”


She nodded, wondering if they were imposters, or actually the real deal. “Do you have anything on them?”


“Nothing reliable. Different sources say different things.”


“Yes, one said,” Ugra spoke again, “they had no heads, another said, they had no feet. One said, they could see from the back of their heads. Another said, they turn into pythons at the night when the moon is up.”


Shanaya clenched her jaw, wondering what to do next. “Bury everyone, and do their final rites. As far as my father-in-law is concerned, I will keep you updated. I want to know about the Maharogas, do you know anyone who would know?”


“One person had mentioned in passing,” Menander said, “that probably he saw them during his battle campaigns. We talk sometimes.”


“Who?”


Menander urged to respond nervously, “Well, your highness, it was your son, who’s waiting for his beheading tomorrow—Vrishaketu.”
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Vrishaketu, for as long as he could remember, always wanted Anga to be free of his father.


The hardships of the common people bothered him. The taxes levied were heavy, he recalled, and the alliances were bloody. Out of desperation his father had created enemies out of heroes, and heroes out of enemies. The coffers were empty, and they owed heavily to the neighbouring lands, especially Hastinapur, and his father’s friend—Suyodhan. Vrishaketu, as a kid, was influenced by his tutor, who had informed him that Anga only had a few years left, and that it will be destroyed slowly. It needed to be dependent on the supreme rulers of the land, the real heirs. The ones who fight on the side of dharma, who choose violence not for harm, but when it’s the only means left.


Vrishaketu learnt a lot from his tutor. He had long hair and blue eyes, and his face shone like emerald. He had an aquiline nose and wore a long gown. It wasn’t clear whether he was a man or a woman, but for Vrishaketu, he was a gem.


If he wouldn’t have come into his life, he would have never survived. Never opened his eyes.


And then he met the Pandavas, talked to them, allied with them secretly, and vowed to help them whenever they needed—which they did, to defeat the allies of Anga. He took a handful of rebels with him, and raided those allies, like assassins, they tore their necks at night or hung their nobility by the nose.


Whatever happened to the tutor, he wondered.


One day, he stopped coming to meet him. Probably his mother got him killed for what he used to fill his brains with. But one would never know, for Vrishaketu never saw his body.


He wanted to ask, but the answers were hidden, and he blamed his mother for it. Once, they were close, but not anymore.


“What are you in here for?” Asked his cellmate.


“For treason.” He responded.


“Yeah, well, we all are, aren’t we?”


“You don’t know what it means, right? The word ‘treason’?”


“Hell, why do ya think I am in the bloody prison?” He sniggered.


Vrishaketu chuckled to himself. Ever since he was a child, he was the runt of the litter. Kept away from family politics because of his skin disease. He was considered as a backup to the throne, or perhaps not even that. And the only solace, the only silver lining in his life, was none other than his tutor.


The name—he couldn’t remember what his name was.


He often wondered if his death by noose would make his father cry. Would even care. He had disowned him when he left to do his own thing. His father had said, “I would break his back myself, if I have to.” And now he wasn’t here, to see his dreams come to reality.


He waited calmly, as the sun rose, and a figure appeared, in a cloak of brown colour and a darkish hue. He thought his death had arrived, in flesh and bones, as it said: “Vrishni?”


Vrishaketu heard his childhood name, as he scuttled further, and whispered back: “Menander?”


He saw the pale face, and he grinned. He loved the embalmer. As a kid, he would move around with Menander, and learn how to decompose a body, embalm it, and get rid of it by burying it. Menander used to manage the entire crematorium.


“What is it? Why are you here?”


“To help you.”


“In what way?”


“I need to know about Maharogas.”


He lowered his brows in confusion. “Why do you need to know about them?”


“It is a pertinent matter.”


Vrishaketu pursed his lips. “Why do you think I know about them?”


“Because you saw them, didn’t you? I told your mother you mentioned me, but it was your Separatist army that had a fun chat at the tavern where I overheard.”


“Oh, those fools. They have not been found, have they?”


“No, they haven’t been.” Menander shook his head. “And I kept that promise of not telling your parents, about this entire bloody thing, about the Separatists still being alive.”


“One should, if I can’t.”


“Still, I feel the sacrifice is stupid.”


“I’m their leader, and the head of an organisation sever first.”


“There was always a choice to become a priest.”


“And join the extremist and horrible council of Surya? No, thank you very much.” He shook his head. “Those are bloody mongrels, wearing the capes of Lord Surya’s sigil and ruling over people’s minds with their iron-fisted rules and doctrines.”


Menander clenched his jaw and shook his head, in retreat. There was a pause, before the young son of Karna calmed down.


Vrishaketu sighed. “Maharogas…yes, I saw them. A bunch of them in fact. Haven’t seen anyone like them. They had painted their bodies with black paint, and would ride black stallions that breathed smoke. I saw them from afar, and still felt the chill. I didn’t know it were them, till one of the lads in my party told me. They carried the symbol of a python, and there were plenty of them. Saw them close to the desert.”


“So, it was around this time Adhirath…” he began speaking, and then kind of faltered. “Interesting. It fits well now. Could they be imposters?”


“I’ve only heard stories about them from Master Keshava,” he talked about his tutor, “and I wish I could say they were mere imposters. But they move like hyenas, and they are far too cruel and scary to be imposters. But I can only say what I saw. And I only know what we read about them.


Menander nodded. “I am a man of the dead, Vrishni, and hope to see you in the afterlife.”


“It was good knowing you,” Vrishaketu said.


And as he went back, Vrishaketu could only wonder, if it was hidden well or not.


The very fact that he had lied.


The very fact that it was he who had helped the Maharogas enter the Angan territory.
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The strongest man alive was afraid of one thing, and one thing only.


But he hadn’t let his fears known to everyone. Vrikodara had witnessed everything in his life. Bloodshed, poisoning, darkness, death of closed ones and abandonment. And he had withstood everything, and was called many names.


He was simultaneously eating and feeding his vulture, as the other members of his army circled around him, while camps were being set up. They were a small team, but very effective. They would arrive and sweep and destroy quickly, and soon leave for the next one.


They talked about the wars, the battles, the limbs and torsos flying. They had no remorse. They had no guilt. They were men on a mission. And they followed Vrikodara’s favourite policy: don’t count chickens when you are killing humans.


Whatever it was supposed to mean, he had forgotten it a long time ago. They talked further about the dynasties, and discussed who would win over whom. There was a war coming, some said.


Vrikodara was a big but quiet man. He would speak only when necessary. But he made sure he sat with his team, and ate with his team. It was important to make them believe he wasn’t a king or a ruler, like his eldest brother was—Yudhistr.


“Commander, when do you plan to lay siege on Hastinapur?” Someone asked.


“And what about Anga?”


Vrikodara was quiet. He was a soldier, not a thinker. At least, that’s what his brother had told him. Before he could answer and let his party know, he saw a soldier scampering towards him—


“Commander,” he was heaving terribly, “a party has arrived to meet you. An important party.”


Vrikodara stood up, but felt his legs weaken when he saw in front of him, for the first time in many days, the three charred bodies standing on the opposite side of his tent, looking at him. A feeling of guilt and horror engulfed him…


It was just a vision.


He ignored it, and moved towards the soldier who was taking him. The vulture followed, scooting towards the sky, and then it began to circle around Vrikodara.


They climbed to the top of the hill, where the cliff overlooked a dense forest, and kingdoms and palaces at a distance. They were somewhere in the east.


Vrikodara came close. Two men were in metal armour, with one man in between who was wearing a crimson cloak.


“Brother,” Vrikodara knew who it was just by looking at his height.


“How are you?” Asked the cloaked figure.


“To what do I owe this pleasure?”


“My greatest champion deserves an audience of course, after the last demolishing.”


“Yes,” Vrikodara said triumphantly. “I have planted more flags of our kingdom than anybody else.”


“I understand, and I know,” said the cloaked figure. “Though it’s time to attack the Dasarnas, the Yadava kingdom.”


Vrikodara clenched his jaw. “Usually, I get a scroll for this kind of a news. Why demand a personal audience? I’m sure it’s more than just a triumphant gift of yours.”


“I have been getting reports about your army influencing you to attack the states that are not part of the Rajasuya Yagna.”


“And isn’t that how it should be?”


“It’s more complicated than that.”


Vrikodara chuckled. “Brother, you have spies in my army, who feed you ill knowledge. Do we not communicate enough?”
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