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Note


What happened after the Mahabharata? What happened to Krishna, Arjun and the other heroes? This always piqued my interest, until I happened to read the Mausala Parva—the last chapter which spoke about the submergence of Dwarka, the fight of the Yadavas. In its truest sense, this is my reimagination of the Parva, while adding all the elements of fantasy, myths and history around it.


Hope you enjoy it. I enjoyed writing it.




Disclaimer


This book is a fantastical reimagining of the Mausala Parva from the Mahabharata. The writer does not claim this to be a scholarly or religiously authoritative representation of the Mausala Parva. It is a work of worship, utilizing the epic as a source of inspiration. Readers are encouraged to explore the original Mahabharata and consult reliable religious and literary sources for a comprehensive understanding of the epics. The book should not be misconstrued as factual or historical representations. The book does not endorse any particular religious or philosophical perspective.
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“Do you want to listen to a tragedy?” asked the stranger.


Vaisampiya, a chronicler, had been in Dvarka for the last sixty-five days and he had never met someone like the stranger until now.


He thought his night would be an ordinary one. He would come to the tavern. Drink his madira. Listen to the tales of the seamen, the farmers and the drunkards. And go back to his inn and call it a night.


But as he had received his madira and he was about to sip it, the stranger arrived. He had a cowl over him and his face was in the shadows. He had a voice as deep and dark as possible. And his nose popped out from the shade, showing the scars that it carried.


“Listening to tales is my hobby.”


“And churning them out with morals is your occupation.” The stranger added.


Oh well, Vaisampiya was a proud man. He liked his choice of career. He would travel the world. Listen to stories and tell it to others orally. He knew about everyone and everything. Except for Dvarka. That was an island nation which was shrouded in mystery; a nation that built its reputations of being invincible and indestructible by having the best army in the world.


To pass through customs was tough, but bribing his way in was his knack. He did so, and he reached here, welcomed by the almighty beauty of the brusque lands, the tall volcanoes and the crystal palaces. This was the island where the god Krishna resided, though he had not been seen for the last five years.


Wonder why, he thought. And when he asked, he got answers plenty. None that would satiate him though.


“Indeed. So what tragedy is this?”


“I believe you seek why the former king of Dvarka disappeared five years earlier?” The stranger asked.


“And you might know?” Vaisampiya added, leaning forward on his chair as the hum of the trumpets blared in the background, the taps of the dance were heard. “Tell me, is it because he fought an Asur and went into Pataal, or is it because he was turned invisible by a Rakshas’s Maya? What is it? I have heard so many variations, I have grown tired of it.”


“Then perhaps you might want to know one more.”


Vaisampiya watched the stranger for a moment, contemplating whether to listen further. But every man who comes with a story, is a man who is selfish. He wants to be heard. But most of all, he wants something in return. “What do you seek if I hear you out?”


“Information that you might possess.”


“I don’t possess anything.”


“Your reputation is of a traveller and a learner, a scholar and a gentry. You have travelled around Dvarka more than the ones who have lived here for years. You must have seen something that matters to me.”


“And what is that?”


“You’ll know. So should I begin?”


“By all means.”


The stranger leaned back. His face popping out of the shade of the cowl. His skin parched and breaking, his lips scorched and torn. An ugly man hidden in a cowl. That answered why he wanted to hide himself.


Or perhaps, he didn’t want to be known.


The mystery of the stranger eluded him, and Vaisampiya knew he wouldn’t be given an accurate answer if he asked. Because if the man wanted to reveal his identity, he would have introduced himself.


“Do you know the greatest war that was ever fought?”


“Yes.”


“What was it?” The stranger asked.


“Happened far from me, but I heard it all right. It was at the Kurukshetra. The Pandavas and the Kauravas fought a war where they both lost, even though one got victory,” Vaisampiya said. He was at a small village when it happened, close to Kamboj. He was training to be a sage, which went horribly wrong when it was discovered that he’s a Shudra. Oh, that led his entire dream to become a sage go down the drain and he ended up choosing something else he loved other than devoting himself to Mahadev—devoting himself to a path that Mahadev chooses not to destroy: humans.


“It was called the The Great War.”


“Indeed. And our great lord, former King Krishna was part of it. A charioteer to the famed Arjun. It was him who made sure the Pandavas won.”


“But I know this story. How is this a tragedy?” Vaisampiya paused. “Also, why do you say Lord Krishna, the former king? Why did he give up his throne?”


“His stead is being ruled by his favourite son, Pradhyumna.”


Vaisampiya had heard of the young, feverishly good-looking boy. His eyes were of sapphire stones and his skin was opposite to Krishna’s, a mix of golden and bronze. He had also heard that Pradhyumna legalised madira, gambling, prostitution. He was a progressive king who believed there were no vices, just human follies that should be embraced rather than be curbed.


“I know. But why?”


“Patience. One thing, at a time.” The stranger chuckled under his breath. “Do you know what happened after the triumph of that war?”


“Happily ever after?”


“Unfortunately, no. There was a meeting with Lord Krishna. He met a woman, of the opposing side. Her name was Gandhari.”


“The mother to Duryodhan?”


“Yes.” The stranger nodded. “And she had cursed Lord Krishna for she believed that Lord Krishna could have prevented the war from happening. The curse was simple. His men would die the same way her sons were butchered.”


“Men as in? The Yayatis?”


“Indeed. You are right now in a village that comes under the jurisdiction of Sattavahas,” informed the stranger. “Now our king was paranoid. Initially, he thought of this curse as bogus, but as his mind cleared, worry began to cloud his judgment and he decided he had to do something. So, using all his power, his might and his divine energy, he transferred his powers to the Yayatis so they remain invincible and indestructible.”


The chronicler hadn’t heard of this and when he did, his ears turned red. So that’s why Dvarka as a nation has continued to be undefeatable. “You mean they are protected by magic?”


“Call it what you would.”


“But I don’t see the tragedy till now.” The chronicler added, disappointed. “Till now, it’s going merry ho happy.”


The stranger waited. A long-drawn pause before he took the bamboo cup from which the chronicler had been sipping all along and drank the madira. Vaisampiya didn’t retort. The man’s throat might be parched, for he did all the talking.


“Unfortunately, great power begets great ambition. And ambition comes with a price. The price of superiority, of dominance. When one race becomes greater than the rest, they begin to believe they should rule over others. Correct?”


“Indeed. As the myths spoke of—how the Danavs felt about the Devas and how the Devas felt about the Manavs.”


“Indeed. People don’t talk about the flip side of power. The side which is sad. It’s a side which is more or less about arrogance. It’s a side where self-indulgence becomes so overwhelming that it shapes the remainder of one’s life.”


“So what happened? The Yayatis became power hungry?”


“And they began to rebel against our Lord Krishna. Told him he’s no more a god for he gave his divinity to humans. Now he’s a mere man. Not fit to rule. They began to fight him. They began to hate the rules that Krishna imposed. They began to divulge themselves into all the carnal desires a man possesses. Seeing this, Krishna realised his grave mistake. In the process of making his race safe, he ended up making them his enemies.” The stranger guffawed at the irony. “So he left. Packed his bag and left. Where he is now, no one knows. Realising it was the perfect opportunity, his son took the mantle and never called a search party for him because he was afraid that if his father was found, his crown would be taken back for he has never defied his father. He was a good son.” He chuckled at the statement as he continued. “That was five years ago.”


“It’s been five years since Krishna has disappeared?” A cold shiver went down his spine.


“Yes. And his men have run afoul. The Yayatis are no more in control. They rule their individual steads and don’t have any unity. Worse, they do raids in neighbouring islets and lands. Murder women, men and children. Rape and pillage. They are now led by the once good prince and now a defiled king—Pradhyuman. His aim: to make people kneel in front of him, for he thinks he’s greater than others.”


Vaisampiya couldn’t believe he was hearing all of this. From the outset, Dvarka looked harmless. Full of peace. But then, of course it would look peaceful since no one would dare to attack them. Everyone feared them. And the only man who had a chance to silence them, had disappeared half a decade ago.


“I don’t believe this to be true,” Vaisampiya nodded his head. “Yes. It sounds like a fairy tale. You mean your kind can’t be hurt, wounded or anything?”


Another chuckle. Vaisampiya was annoyed, but the stranger didn’t wait. The mug he had, he smashed it hard as he could on the table, letting the wooden shards spread across, but muted by the songs and the ballads that were playing in the background.


He picked up one of the shards and raised his other hand, cutting his skin with the weapon he had just made. The serration pierced through his skin and blood trickled from his arms, his veins were bursting and he left the shard in the corner. For a moment, it remained like that until the wound began to heal itself, the cut was being incisively treated by invisible shamans and the blood that was dripping, had cleared. The skin was dry and clear as a day.


“By the thunder of Indra, how did you do that?” Vaisampiya’s entire body was shaking.


“Magic.” Another chuckle.


Vaisampiya knew that perhaps the man in front of him was a trickster or perhaps the creature of the dark… the one people say one must hide from. The Asur. Or he could be far worse than anything: he could be an honest man.


“If this is true, then the Yayatis have the power for world domination?”


“That’s what I fear.” The voice didn’t mask anything, anymore. It was diligent and laced in worry. “I have done my part of the bargain and as history says, you hold up yours.”


Vaisampiya nodded and ordered another madira. Fidgeting nervously he said, “What would you ask me that I know and you don’t?” He chuckled to himself at that, stroking his beard, which was his usual call whenever he was nervous.


“I believe you have travelled enough and I think you were mentioning to some soldiers the other day at the tavern that you had seen a man with blue eyes and a silver beard.” The stranger asked. “A few days back.”


Vaisampiya furrowed his brows. Trying to recall. And then he did. There was a man. An odd, old fellow but quite kind. “He was very hospitable. On the south of Dvarkipur, there’s a farm. You’ll not miss it for it holds a large stead, red in colour. But what business do you have from a simple cowherder?”


“Cowherder,” there was a smirking tone and then he whispered to himself, with a quiet snarl. “He’s gone back to his humble beginnings.”


“Who?”


“It’s funny.” The stranger said, and as he did, he pulled down his cowl showing his curly brown hair and his face…oh the face! It had all kinds of scars, but most notably, he wore an iron mask covering one-fourth of his face, hiding his nose and his eyes. The stranger was a boy, a simple looking one but with wisdom beyond his years. “How you wanted to know about Lord Krishna, but failed to know that you have already met him.”


“The cowherder?” Vaisampiya’s body just sprang with horror. “As a matter of fact, he was the one who told me that Lord Krishna went to find the finest butter out there.”


“Ah, a charmer.”


And before he could say anything more, he felt something tugging at his shoulders and his arms. Realising what was happening, he turned his head to see that men had gathered, the same soldiers with whom he had chatted about Krishna the previous day. They had small daggers hidden under their robes.


“Are you going to kill me now?”


The stranger shook his head. A smile dancing on his lips. “We are not the bad guys, chronicler. You will be escorted out of the island by tonight’s spice shipment.”


“Why?”


“Because you know where he lives. And no one else should.”


Vaisampiya was pulled up and shoved and dragged around, when he staggered and pushed back and asked: “Please, who are you and why were you asking me all of this? I am burning with curiosity.”


The stranger smiled. And then he signalled the soldiers to be stricter with him as the stranger said his final words—“Call me Samva. And you just finally told me where my dad has been hiding for so long.”
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When the wicked would rest, so would Pradhyuman.


But today, was not that day. It was the day of the reckoning. The day of the trial. The arena was set and the red earth would glisten under the hot, blistering sun. The coconut trees were in one line, shadowing the place and the murmurs, whispers of the councilmen, the politicians and the administrators of the kingdom were heard.


Pradhyuman remained impassive on his throne. Where the king’s seat was, at the arena. On top of the people’s arches and at a helm, which was way above everyone else.


He had a way of looking. His eyes were pure, crystal blue like the deepest end of the ocean and his hair was brown like his father’s and his brother’s. Long locks of curly hair just falling flat on his heavy, muscular shoulders. A man as beautiful as Pradhyuman was unbridled and unrivalled.


Rukmavati, his wife with green coral eyes, was on his side, in a long drape that had diamonds and rubies. Though he paid no heed to her, for Pradhyuman was a man of varied taste and he didn’t like to settle. If it wasn’t for the political relations he had to create with the Ahira tribe of Yayatis, he wouldn’t have been here but with a lustful of wenches drying his naked frame and oiling it, only to gratify him in the end.


A man as beautiful as him should not be kept selfishly by one person. He should be given off to the world. Pradhyuman always believed that.


He looked on his right, hoping to find his ally and his political machinist for the spectacle today, but she was not here.


“Where’s Durgajyoti?” He asked Rukmavati.


She shook her head, as she drank her wine. She didn’t care much and just rolled her eyes.


Durgajyoti was the scion to the Taljan tribe of the Yayatis, having a firm control of the Vitihotras who were the mutated sub-tribe of the Taljan. They were a bunch of, one can say—monsters. Even by thinking about them, the king of Dvarka had a shiver run down his spine. But Durgajyoti was more than just a scion, she was also an important person to Pradhyuman, a dear friend and someone who wanted to see him rise.


“She’s running a little late my lord.” He heard a voice and Pradhyuman turned, amidst the sounds of the raging crowd who were waiting for the fight at the arena to begin.


The voice was from the dramatist, a man who wrote plays and stories and made them to be enacted out in public for pleasure.


“Ah, you are here.”


The dramatist was a scrawny fellow, he sat down on the lower shelf below Pradhyuman.


“So everything is planned for it to begin?” He asked.


“Yes, indeed.” The dramatist nodded, going through the papers. “The orator will begin the match and the slaves would be brought forth to fight the creature. And then you step forward and save them.”


“Does the creature lose its chain in the process?”


“Yes, have checked the chain properly. It’ll break with a few jerks. For a moment, everyone would be scared, but no worries, the creature would be stopped by our valorous king Pradhyuman.”


“Great.” He smiled. Having all of this in place was important because as a king, more than being valorous, the illusion of it was more important. Because here, everyone was invincible, so they won’t be ruled by someone who has power, but one who they respect.


“But are you sure you want to use the slaves for this? We have few criminals in the prison.” The dramatist asked. “Those are innocent people on the line.”


“No. The criminals are Yayatis and they wouldn’t die, so the stakes aren’t high. The slaves on the other hand are farmers, seamen who had come here as immigrants illegally. If they die, people would enjoy it, because people love violence.”


Rukmavari, drunk as she was, said: “And since when have immigrants become innocent?” Then she chuckled.


Pradhyuman sighed. Rukmavati would become very unlike a proper woman.


The dramatist grievously nodded. And then before he could say anything further, the orator came to the middle of the arena and with a loud, booming voice began to speak:


“Ladies and Gentlemen, your Majesty,” he bowed to Pradhyuman who boringly raised his arm in support. “We have come and gathered here to witness a grand event. To see and behold, the great creature of the Indus Valley. Of myths and legends, it has become reality, brought to these lands of Dvarkipur by our great king Pradhyuman.”


He raised his arms towards Pradhyuman and everyone jeered, clapped, tears trickling from their eyes. They loved Pradhyuman, they craved him. He was their god, their saviour. He was the blood of Krishna, after all.


But like his father, he was not stringent. He lived freely. And yet he knew, people out there still looked up to his father and if he would ever return, which Pradhyuman would not like, he would be displaced.


“We welcome the contenders to fight.” The orator began and from the other end of the arena, coming out of the caves were meagre men and women with swords that were too heavy for them. They were five in number and they looked confused.


The dramatist yelped in nervousness for them, while Pradhyuman with a stoic face looked at the poor souls.


And from the other end, the cave opened and the creature was let out with a chain around its head, and three Yayatis holding spears poking him. But the creature, as it was let out, made a huge shrieking sound, leading the orator to run away as he shouted: “And here we have the Indus Worm!”


The sound made by the fifty feet long worm was a high-pitch shrieking and screaming one. Everyone nabbed their ears in frustration. It then began to move its body, which appeared to be gel-like revealing its inner organs, each as large as a human.


Pradhyuman didn’t anticipate this, but it broke the chains as quick as possible, releasing itself, but instead of darting towards the immigrants, it instantly dug itself inside the sandy ground, making itself unknown.


Everyone was screaming in horror, for it had suddenly disappeared.


“I believe right now it’s your cue to enter,” said the dramatist, nervously. “Also make sure that you don’t let him eat you because its saliva is quite poisonous and can burn your skin. Even though you’ll survive you’ll lose the way you look.”


For a moment, those words sounded worse than dying to Pradhyuman.


Pradhyuman nodded, his brows arched as he took the bow and the arrows from his soldier standing beside him. The bow was ornate and golden in colour, with silver lines of hope all over it.


And before he could leap from the king’s balcony and enter the arena, the worm sprung out surprising everyone, its mouth opening wide swallowing the immigrants who didn’t see the attack coming. The masticated bodies were swallowed and were passing through the transparent, slimy skin of the worm.


Pradhyuman rolled over the arena, and the crowd jeered at his entrance. A smile pasted on his face as he tried to show that the win was already his. The worm turned towards him and made the same shrieking sound, slime snaking out from its mouth.


“Come here, you big old oaf!” Pradhyuman yelled.


And the worm moved as if it listened. Moving with rapid speed, it began to dart towards Pradhyuman who hurled himself in one corner, rolling over, pulling out the arrow and plucking it on the string before swinging the arrows right towards the worm.


But the creature paid no heed to it and disappeared inside the terrain yet again, letting the earth shake.


Pradhyuman waited with his bow and arrow, before he moved straight towards the lamps that were burning and lit up his arrows after dipping them in oil which he had a pouch for.


The creature lurched behind him, and as it did he shot the fiery arrows straight towards the creature, hitting the heart of it, as he could see it thought its transparent skin. The fire burnt and pierced, digging deep inside the organ making the worm cry loudly, as it fell on the ground and crashed, against the pavilion.


Pradhyuman smiled, chuckling as he raised his bow and he could hear the claps around him.


He began to move towards the slave rooms, which were underneath the arches as the claps began to dim behind him, muting with each step of his, spiralling dust as he swirled it backwards.


Pradhyuman reached the slave deck and his men began to take his armour, his weapons from him, and made him wear a robe as he looked at the foreign immigrants who had come to Dvarka, all caged either in iron boxes or in manacles. He paid no heed to them, and he decided to go upstairs yet again where his seat was next to his wife, when he saw a familiar figure with cropped hair, purple eyes and a smile dancing on her lips moving towards him. She had olive skin and a long gown draped over her, her soldiers on the side, distinctively colourful like her, as all Taljans are.


“Durgajyoti? Why aren’t’ you upstairs?” Pradhyuman asked.


“Because I knew you would come here eventually. Decided why waste the energy to travel upstairs,” she said with a smile. But her smile was confusing.


“What happened?” He knew that look more than anyone else.


“As you know, I have spies everywhere,” she said.


“Indeed, you do.”


“We have a problem,” she continued. “One of my spies happened to see your leper brother in the frontiers of Dvarkipur in a small village with a bunch of his loyalists tagging along with him.”


Pradhyuman grunted and growled under his breath. “He is free to go wherever he pleases to.”


“I know. But the intentions matter, my lord. He is, after all, after something or if I should say…someone.”


A chill ran down his spine. “What are you suggesting?” He asked.


And then he saw the lightness of the smile on Durgajyoti’s face, as if hundreds of punishments worse than death were running in her mind, who nodded and said, “Let’s just first catch him.”
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What a waste of time.


Balaram saw the men that stood in front of him were in absolute disagreement, as they quarrelled and fought and he watched them with boredom.


“He took me wife and got me mead in return,” one of them said. “As if my wife is comparable to a drink.”


“Well, you sure did choose the drink over her, you drunken buffoon.” Another said.


Balaram watched the quarrel and as the Prime Minister of Dvarkipur it was his duty to take out time and settle disputes when it came to citizen matters. He didn’t like this part of his job, but he had no choice.


There were other people in line, waiting for the Prime Minister to solve the dispute for the people before them, so their problem could be addressed.


Balaram knew that Pradhyuman was at the arena where the fight with the big creature was on. Last time, there was a sabretooth and now, he had heard a worm was brought in, as large as an elephant and as tall as alpine groves.


“What is the problem, please?” Balaram ran his hand through his bald scalp and leaned forward to listen to the plea.


The betrayed husband said, “It ain’t me, the problem. He took my wife and decided it was just fine. Well, I found them in a pig’s farm, butt naked, your majesty.”


“No need for the grisly details,” Balaram persisted.


“Because he used to hit her.” The other one scowled.


“I’m not here to solve domestic issues. I got to know there’s more to this story.”


“Yes, indeed.” The cheated husband added proudly. “Apparently, my father was a heartless person and the land we own, a large apricot field, was given in a will to my grandson. The funny part is, the kid that was born doesn’t feel like mine.” He turned to the other lad. “But I know it’s mine.”


“Na-huh!” Shouted the man. “It ain’t yours. It’s mine.”


And they began to quarrel, their voices turning slurry while Balaram just watched them in confusion. It was a property dispute. He turned to see Akoorji, the Commander-in-Chief to the King, coming from the corner of the hallway, passing the people, his axe in a sheath and his thick brown beard glistening with an oily touch.


He leaned next to Balaram and whispered: “Five innocents killed in daylight. Immigrants.”


“Pradhyuman?” Balaram shouldn’t have asked. He should have already known.


“He plans to sacrifice more for his glory.” Akoorji said. “And more for his charm.”


Balaram sighed. He looked at the fight in front and asked Akoorji: “Whatever happened to Dharma?”


“It died in Kurukshetra.”


The words hit him flat and there was an ominous sense of foreboding.


“Let’s go.” Balaram said. “We have a meeting to attend.”


*


The sound of the staff thumping against the ground was the first thing that was heard as Balaram entered the silent room.


The sound echoed and the bald-headed brother of Lord Krishna stood with a hulking presence. He had the frame of a wrestler, arms that were huge and shoulders that had cuts and crevices. But he had the eyes of a wise man, blue like his brother. The one thing that stood out was his leg. The right one to be exact. It wasn’t as muscular as the other, and was suffering from a childhood deformity, a paralysis of sort. Ever since then, he had used something to lean on. This time, it was his staff. A simple, ornate one, with a curved top that could be used as a weapon too in times of dire need.


Like now.


Balaram knew one of the seven people who were in the dark room, lit by the ever-engulfing fire lamp, could be a traitor. There was always a possibility. For what he was doing here was far worse than any sin a man can commit.


It was treason.


An act against his own king. And rallying a coup that would change the face of Dvarka.


He saw the men. All sipping wine and behaving as if it’s a social club, even though it was anything but. There were councilmen from Sharyata, Bhojas, Avantis, Satvatas. Each councilman who had a grievance against the dear old boy-king—Pradhyuman.


The only two tribes from which councilmen were not present were the Vrishnis and the Andhakas. They had distanced themselves from Pradhyuman and built their respective clans close to the Ratvaka Hills. But they had problems amongst them and they had continued to fight. Pradhyuman could easily go there and conquer them, make them part of his empire, but he didn’t need to. It would lead to unnecessary tarnishing of his image and he would have to send a lot of people to exile.


“I believe you have started without me,” Balaram said, with a grin. “What is the topic of discussion?”


“The recent event.” One of the councilmen burst out. “Did you hear how he mercilessly let a few people wreak havoc because he wanted to show himself off? I feel, to destroy him, we should tarnish his image, that’s what we have to do.”


Balaram had heard it many times, this same plan. The cowardly way to destroy Pradhyuman. Balaram was not a man of such theatrics. He was someone who would go in the forward line of offence and fight till his death. His eyes fell over Akoorji, the commander-in-chief to the king, but a loyalist to Balaram, who had a wispy brown beard and a ponytail in the back, tied like a bamboo string. He was sniggering at the comments.


“The funny part is,” Balaram began, “that when I had gathered all of you together in a place—I was under the impression that we were revolutionaries in this corrupt regime we are in. I have begun to believe now that we are merely gossipmongers.”


Everyone in the crowd began to whisper amongst each other. Akoorji in the corner was standing with folded arms.


“And what do you propose we should do if not this? We can only plan. If the army is not with us, then we have to do things like these.” Someone else said.


“We don’t do anything but talk. Talk and chatter and drink wine and go home to our wives and bed them,” Balaram blurted out. “You are right about one thing. We do need an army and when I rallied you all, I believed you would bring yours. You all have your lands, your men and yet you don’t make use of them.”


“They all swore an oath to the king,” the councilman said. “What do you propose we should do, if I may ask again?”


Balaram had been thinking about it for a while. He thumped his staff again as he mumbled and contemplated, as he turned and twisted his face, looking at everyone. “When Pradhyuman became king, I was happy. My nephew, my blood was sitting on the throne, wearing the crown. But as he ruled, he began to do things that went absolutely against my brother’s wishes. My brother was a smart man, clever as one may say. And he was powerful. So powerful. But he had this vice that perhaps went down to Pradhyuman: he was someone who believed we should relish our flaws. The idea of utopia was not something he believed in, but that didn’t mean he didn’t want to achieve it. After the The Great War, he tried a lot and now once Pradhyuman rules, it has gone to waste. He doesn’t try. I would give the lad a brave clap for he’s not pretentious like my brother. But I know the kingdom will perish under his rule.”


The councilmen were listening to the story, though thoroughly offended by the last statement he had made for calling them utterly useless.


“Tell me,”one of them said, “if not him, then who should rule? You?”


“No. We should not be unified. We should be separated. Build your own lands and your kingdoms. Unification has led us here. Look at the Andhakas and the Vrishnis. They prosper more than us. Why? Because they don’t do dirty politics amongst themselves. They want to better themselves more than anything else.”


Balaram would say all of it, though he did agree to the fact that he believed in it. He didn’t want to be the king. He never thought of himself as one, a fit king. But it was more than that. He wanted to do right for the soil that he had made his own.


And he wanted to do right by the very man who built it—Krishna.


Balaram had sent several search parties, but it never came to fruition. The man had disappeared—why, he had no idea.


“What a generous soul.” The councilman sarcastically added. “Tell us something, so what’s your plan?”


“What I should have done months back.” Balaram said, moving towards the window and looking over at the wide cast of snow crusted hills. “I should find an army. Create a diplomatic relationship with the Andhakas and the Vrishnis and bring them back to support us and support our cause.”


Everyone looked at each other.


“Because they haven’t sworn to their king, so might as well be it.” Balaram said, waiting for any protest that may erupt but saw none, because he knew this was a sane idea to go towards. “Akoorji, though, the dear old commander has planted a few spies along the way around your households, so when I’m gone and if I hear there is someone ratting me out because you just don’t believe in my idea anymore, you will be stopped and wounded and punished.”


The councilmen, some of them sniggered, while others went white with horror.


“You don’t trust us, Prime Minister?” The councilmen asked.


Balaram smiled. “Don’t feel offended. I have never trusted anyone in this world.”


And saying that, he strode outside, with Akoorji following him in the dim hallway. They made their way in silence, walking in the lane, and coming out of the fort that was actually a brothel. Balaram knew this was the perfect place to hold these meetings, because no one would suspect anything.


“Are you sure you did the right thing by telling them the plan?” Akoorji asked.


“Yes,” Balaram stopped. He was growing tired of everything, of life. And he wanted to rest but he also had to do the right thing. “By doing this, you’ll know who stands on the judgment day and who doesn’t.”


“But am I going with you?”


Balaram nodded. “My friend, where we are going…I need every trusted person by my side. Because the tribes we are meeting…will give us punishments worse than death.”
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I hate myself.


Samva thought, while watching the reflection of his face in the small pond of water. They were stationed close to where allegedly Krishna was hiding. The camp was set up. The light was beaming. The wisps of smoke were circling and moving for the skies. The sound of the nightingale and the croaks of the frogs, and the hoots of the owl could be heard. There was a narrow ravine that had a twisted and thorny personality of its own, the background was made of a nice pair of snow crusted hills.


“You sure he won’t talk, your highness?” Asked one of his three soldiers, who were roasting a butchered chicken. “I’m sure as the sky’s thunder he will.”


Samva watched himself in the pond again. His face… it was ghastly. He had taken out his iron mask, and the little bulbous marks could be seen. The skin was torn and parched. It was all over the place. He had caught leprosy.


And he was cursed for it. By his own father.


For what he did was nothing, but important. Something far more important. He wanted to tell his father about it. Why he did that. Why he killed. Why he left the corpse high and dry.


Why he murdered one of his father’s many wives.


But he never got to it.


Sighing, Samva said, “He could. But who would believe him?”


“We should have gutted him like we discussed.” Another soldier propped up with a bleary sound. “What could he have done?”


“Killing is not always an option,” Samva said.


“And yet we are on that path.” The soldier sniggered.


Yes. The path. Where they were going. Why they were doing what they were. It was all for a reason. Samva had convinced his soldiers. He had told them that this must be done. And they must follow this path or everyone would go into damnation.


There was so much mystery he didn’t want to speak of himself and he kept under murmurs and silence.


“What we are doing is for the greater good,” Samva said. “We are destroying to build something. Which is greater than all of us.”


All the soldiers—petty thieves, butchers and pirates they once used to be, were now under Samva, the iron-masked leper, as he would go on to be called. Some would even say the handsome face of Krishna was hidden somewhere in Samva, and some would say he wasn’t even the son.


“I’ll call it a night,” he said. “And we will draw our mares tomorrow for the west.”


“Just one day before we see the Lord God Krishna,” one of the soldiers squeakily jumped. He was the youngest of all. With a fat head and a double-chinned face. He had beady eyes like a bear. “I’m so excited. I have only seen him once, when he came out to show himself from the balcony and then disappeared.”


“He gave up his divinity for you to live,” another solider, a grizzly one spoke. “We are invincible because of him. It’s a gift he gave…”


“Which became a curse,” Samva snapped in between but with a whisper in the end. A lot of trebles could be felt in his chest and it was making him question everything. But it was all right.


He began to leave for his tent to sleep, but before that he decided he would take a piss. And so he walked downhill and planned to relieve himself when he heard it. It was so quiet, and he felt something wrap around his neck, his throat coming close to shining silver.


It was a blade.


“Who is this?” Samva asked, unafraid but he could hear the breathing of a person near the nape of his neck.


“I could have sent someone who’s less important, but I believe the betrayer of the blood should witness the blood itself.”


The voice was very familiar.


“Pradhyuman.”


“Oh well, remember me? The one who you plan to betray.”


“Go away!”


“Oh, that’s how you talk to your older sibling?”


“You don’t possibly think that you’ll scare me with a knife, do you? We are invincible have you forgotten?”


“But it’ll surely hurt and it’ll take time to heal, because I will stab you as deep as I can.”


And then he was about to do it, when Samva pulled him over and threw him on the ground. Even though he was more of a hunchback and shorter than Pradhyuman, he was broader and more muscular. He had a frame like his uncle Balaram.


He looked at Pradhyuman and saw he was in a cowl, which he then took off, as the ravine behind him silently swished.


The wind gushed and his face was revealed, a smile dancing on his lips, the cowl falling back. His eyes were sprinkling with delight and he had a grin that would suffice any woman’s loins.


“You know when I got to know where you were heading, I could have sent my army for you. But that would be…” he began to speak, circling around him, “…too passive, too daddy like. He would sit in his throne and give orders. Not me. No.” He shook his head. “I thought I’ll go alone and bring back everyone, or possibly bury all of you deep underground to meet a fate fit for vultures.”


Samva knew that was a big possibility. “I’m doing the right thing.”


“By finding father and asking him to return so you can displace me?”


He doesn’t know my plan, Samva thought. He was glad that Pradhyuman only knew half of it. Convincing father to displace Pradhyuman was a childish, inane desire only Pradhyuman could conceive of. He was a boy who never grew up, hungry for entitlement and power, who sucked on his mother’s milk till the age of five and who would kill a pack of dogs Samva owned just because he didn’t receive any of his pups.


“But he wouldn’t return. Because if he had to, he would have done so many years back.” Pradhyuman said. “We are at the pinnacle of success and prosperity, brother. Why don’t you understand? Trade has never been better, everyone fears us, our relationship with Sassanids and the Byzantines is growing like wildfire and Indraprastha has been supporting us diplomatically.”


“But just one problem.”


“What’s that?”


“You are close to the edge, Pradhyuman,” Samva said. “You just need a trigger and then you might as well scape a full-blown conquest across the world.”


“I can, but I wouldn’t. You know we will win. We can’t be killed. But I don’t choose to use my absolute power. I don’t want to rule the world.”


“That’s what you say right now, but what about the conquest of the Naga kingdom? You didn’t have to do that.”


“The Manis were important to a few of our allies. I had to sell it to them.”


“Human rights. That’s the problem. You will end up massacring thousands and I can’t stand by and watch that happen.”


Pradhyuman sighed, scratching his head. “Progress comes at the cost of innocent bloodshed.”


“Says who?”


Pradhyuman arched his brows, his obsidian sword pulling out of his woolskin. “History.” And then he hurled himself forward with his blade.


Samva took some time to retreat, his reflexes had gone for a toss and he did what anyone would have: he raised his arms, letting it slice through the obsidian blade. His wrist fell and a searing pain surged through his body.


“Oh, that’ll take time to grow.” Pradhyuman chuckled, bringing the sword close to Samva’s chest, but he just rolled over, blood spurting from his arm, or from what was left of it.


His right hand was his main hand and that was cut off. He was cribbing and cursing under his breath, as he made his way towards the tent where his men were present to protect him. He knew he would not be fit enough to fight Pradhyuman, the greatest warrior to have ever lived. And he couldn’t even pick up a sword properly. He couldn’t even hold his bow and arrow. He was quite an amateur and he knew that about himself.


He scampered towards the tent, as he heard his angry brother’s voice behind him:


“I’m going to cut you up in so many pieces that by the time you’ll be getting better, you would lose the hope of seeing father at all.”


Hundreds of things were running through his mind at that moment and he seemed to be absolutely flustered and angry. But sad too. He wanted to give up, but he was so close.


He came to the tent, only to see his men—the way he imagined he would. Split from torso. Limbs flown apart. They were all unconscious. They would eventually get better but by then, Pradhyuman would throw away their bodies in different parts, inside volcanoes or at the bottom of the sea.


He could feel the fear inside him rising.


“You can’t run away like always, you little ogre. Mother always hated you.” Pradhyuman’s voice was close as he batted his sword against Samva, who could feel the tears in his eyes. “Father despised you. You are an unwanted beggar born to a royal, beautiful lineage. And I let you live. I should have known you had a dagger, waiting to stab me.”


“You don’t understand. This is greater than all of us.”


Pradhyuman rolled his eyes. “I’ll give you a second to pull out your sword. You are making this too easy.”


Samva did. He did pull the sword and stood there. His hands shaking. He turned to the side to see a mare, waiting to be straddled and it was positioned towards the east. Pradhyuman came forward and Samva deflected his blade with it.


“Father said, he should have killed you the moment he saw what you hid behind that ghastly mask of yours.”


“It was not my fault. He cursed me.”


“Bleh. It was because of your karma. You killed his wife.”


“No,” he said. “It was because of the curse.”


“What curse?”


“He punished me. Father.” His eyes welled up. “For what I did.”


“How did he do that?” Pradhyuman narrowed his gaze. The embers burring in a corner.


“He exposed me to leprosy. He forced me and let the infection sink in.”


For a moment Pradhyuman was taken aback. “Why would he do that?”


“Because he wanted me to see the ugliness that’s inside me and he wanted it to be seen outside always.”


“You killed his wife. What do you expect?”


And then he brought the sword down. There was another crackling sound, as both blades clashed together, underneath the thunderous dark clouds.


But Samva didn’t wait long. He had to escape and to do that, he instantly grabbed a handful of mud and threw it across Pradhyuman’s face, as it temporarily blinded him. Samva took the opportunity and escaped, grabbing his horse and sitting on it while Pradhyuman tried to see through the mud.


Samva rode. And he rode.


Until he saw the darkness himself.


*


He woke up.


He had slept too long. He had blood all across his mare, but the horse had taken him where he wanted to. He fell from the animal and on to the ground. As he struggled to get up, his body ached miserably. He staggered and looked up, and he saw what he thought was beautiful. He was far away from what had taken place a while ago and in front of him was a nice cottage, the sun was beautiful and orange, and the forests were greener than they usually are.


He tried to come on his feet when he saw his arm was getting better. His face was weak and exhausted, but he moved forward, leaving his mare behind.


He was feeling the hurt of his brother ready to kill him like this, but then it was warranted for.


Samva walked towards the cottage, and he saw a separate farm where there were cows, in hundreds, grazing. It was an empty field. There were stables. There were squirrels.


Am I in the right place?


He turned to look at the horizon, in the empty canvassing field, a man was walking. A simple tunic over him, his grizzly black hair and a thick brown beard visible. Scars adorned his face, but the burning blue eyes were visible. Dark skin, just like Samva and he had a cowherd’s stick in his hand.


“Who are you?” The man asked.


He took a while to recognize Samva, even though it wasn’t at all tough for Samva to do so. And when he did, his brows arched and his eyes moistened.


“Samva?” It came from a place of shock and then he said, “You found me!” As if he didn’t want to be seen.


Samva still smiled. Because his journey was complete. After years of searching, he was right where he was supposed to be.


“Father…” he said. “We need to talk about something.”


There was a pause. “Why are you here?” The voice was curt.


“Because…” Samva wanted to say, but the words were hard; painful, though necessary. “I want you to execute a genocide against the Yayatis, your bloodline.”
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There were two people he trusted.


Akoorji, the commander-in-chief and the most loyal person to him in the city and Revathi, his wife and the mother of his three children. And here he was, Balaram, looking at both of them in the confines of his quarters. Here, he felt protected. Here, he felt he was not being judged or being targeted.


“You are insane if you think going away makes the most sense right now.” Revathi said, she had those grey, stormy eyes like her father. Her hair was tied in a knot, and she wore jewellery all over her body. “They need you right now, the island of Dvarka needs you.”
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