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Ārambh

(Beginning)


The skies roared with fury, unrelenting. 

An impenetrable darkness enshrouded the world, only to be interrupted by flashes of lightning. Thunder boomed, a warning to all.

It was an ill-omened night. 

A night when mortal beings abandoned their routines and cowered in fear. A night where the air was thick with apprehension. Such nights were rare. Such nights marked the displeasure of Indra, the Lord of the heavens and the sky. The thunder god’s rage only confirmed what each inhabitant of the plains of Pratishtha already knew.

It was an ill-omened night. 

On this night, a lone man walked with a silent resolve. He had set aside fear. Fear would force him to feel. He couldn’t permit himself to feel. Emotions would only weaken him. Thoughts rummaged through his mind, reaching into his innermost memories. His thoughts were alive, a separate entity that wished to invoke a shred of empathy within him, but he had locked his heart away behind a wall of iron and stone. The man would not pay heed to his thoughts. Thoughts were for discourse and debate. Thoughts were for when decisions were to be made. What use were his thoughts now? What was to be, was already decided. Now, what needed to be was action. And the man was ready to act. 

The skies wailed in protest, beseeching.

A hovel, with signs of life within, marked the end of the man’s path. He had arrived at his destination. Now, all that remained was to do what needed to be done. A silent prayer and a glance to the heavens; with this, the man continued. The darkness of the night perfectly complemented the due course of events that were to follow.

For it was an ill-omened night.
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Vyavahāra

(Trial)

Agira burst into wakefulness. A shaft of golden light beamed in through his window, illuminating the room. It was in stark contrast to the vivid blackness that his mind was still reeling from. Nevertheless, the foreboding dream lingered upon his consciousness. 

It was not the first time he had that dream. The great rishis of the past had believed such dreams to be heralds of the future. However, he brushed this thought aside. As tempting as it was to muse over the nature of dreams, he had more pressing matters to attend to. Today would be his first day in court. His twelfth birthday had only been a few days ago, and so was his Upanayana. With the completion of the coming of age ceremony, Agira was now one of the Dwijya, the twice-born. He glanced at the janeu, the sacred thread wrapped around his torso, marking his rebirth and progression to a new stage of life. Soon he would leave the palace to join an ashram and live under the tutelage of an Acharya. 

He could barely contain himself as he began preparing for an eventful day. Having adorned himself in his finest attire, Agira promptly set off for the town centre. He wasn’t surprised to find his father had already departed. He had always said that people’s actions mirror that of their ruler. And punctuality was something his father held in high regard. Now that he was of age, he was expected to be responsible for himself, which was probably why his father had not awoken him. 

As Agira made his way to the city centre, he couldn’t help but be swayed by the beauty of his land. The plains of Pratishtha were rich and fertile. His ancestors had settled on these plains not many generations ago, and Agira could see why they chose to call this place home. Verdant fields as far as the eye could see coupled with the gentle river Saraswati. His tribe was blessed. 

Agira found the streets leading up to the city center relatively empty, with a few inhabitants moving in the same direction as him. Whispers of excitement hung upon their breaths. Hushed praises of their Lord’s wisdom. As he neared the town centre, Agira saw that the day’s proceedings had already begun. A large crowd gathered around the city center, a majestic open structure held up by massive pillars which led towards a dais at the end of the hall. He moved past the crowd and arrived closer to the dias, where upon an ornate throne, rich with carvings and inlaid jewels, sat Agira’s father, the mighty King Agama. He was the very image of regality, with long curly hair and a full beard which accentuated his leonine appearance. His deep brown eyes stared intently at the plaintiffs before him, as his chin rested upon his fist. 

In front of him stood two men, one burly and tall, the other a shrivelled husk. The burly one Agira knew to be the arrogant Bhriga, a violent and hostile man who belonged to the Kshatriya varna. They were warriors by profession, duty bound to serve the kingdom with the strength of their arms. But the kingdom had not known war for decades, and those of the warrior varna were now warriors only in name. They had been rewarded handsomely with land and cattle. Most of them had settled into the peaceful existence of pastoral life. Most, but not all. Some, like Bhriga, had difficulty acclimating to this new lifestyle. Years of war had changed them. These few had become a thorn in King Agama’s side. The kingdom was rife with complaints against them. Bhriga too was infamous for his drink-fueled scuffles and had been pardoned by the King one too many times, mainly owing to his former military accomplishments. 

As Agira took his place next to the throne, the shrivelled man stepped forward, preparing himself to speak. With a clear tone he began, ‘My King, I come to you today seeking justice. My name is Kanishka. I am a farmer, and I have little to call my own but a few bighas of land that I inherited from my father, as he did from his. As decreed by my fate, I tend to my land the few animals I have come to own with love and care.’

The farmer had kind eyes that dotted a rough yet pleasant face. His skin was taut, and his bony frame was wreathed in a thin layer of muscle. He gazed at King Agama earnestly. ‘Among my precious few possessions was my pearl white cow, Soma—’

‘Liar!’ Bhriga’s voice cut through the poor farmer’s speech. ‘I will flay you alive for your insolence!’

‘Silence, Bhriga!’ King Agama commanded, firm yet with restraint. ‘Hold your tongue. You will speak only when I permit you to.’ The authority of King Agama’s voice was a whip, binding Bhriga in place, his entire form seething with rage. 

‘Kanishka, please continue.’ 

‘Thank you, my Lord,’ Kanishka said with visible relief. ‘I have cared for my Soma as if she were family. She was fed the freshest hay and given a special drink of herbs I prepared for her daily. She rewarded me with milk worth two cows for all my care and effort. Soma was my pride and joy... I say “was” because she no longer resides with me. She now languishes in this tyrant’s cowshed!’ 

‘You scoundrel!’ Bhriga roared.

‘Bhriga... Do not test the extent of my patience,’ warned King Agama. 

‘But my Lord—’ 

‘No! You will have your turn to speak. Until then, hold your peace.’ 

Bhriga grudgingly quieted down.

With a stern look and subtle nod, King Agama signalled Kanishka to continue. Kanishka brought his hands together and begged. ‘My Lord, I beseech you, have this man arrested. Have him return my joy to me. You are known to be wise and just. Let not this man besmirch your name... So many have suffered his wrath. Your kingdom... Your people... We would do well without his tyranny.’

The words of the farmer were impregnated with sorrow. Agira peered at his father’s face for hints that exposed his thoughts. Agira might as well have been caning a rock for a response because his father’s face was impassive. Head propped on his fist, King Agama’s countenance betrayed no emotion. He simply sat, his unflinching gaze testing the sincerity of the plaintiff. 

Agira took stock of the gathering of people assembled for the session. Seated near the dais of the throne were the council of elders and others of noble ilk. Agira quietly took his seat amongst them. Their chairs were placed in two rows on either side of the throne, parallel to the primary columns that held up the town centre. Across them, past the central hall, were the common folk. He could discern how all that gathered empathised with Kanishka. The Kshatriyas had grown in infamy for their unruliness. The room was now abuzz with whispers, the farmer’s words rippling throughout the court.

This only lasted a few moments. The idle chatter of the citizens drowned under the weight of King Agama’s silent contemplation. Finally, King Agama broke his silence and spoke, ‘Bhriga, what say you to these accusations?’ 

‘Your Highness, this filthy peasant lies with each breath he takes!’ Bhriga’s eyes were inflamed. ‘I had hired him as a farm hand months ago. Better I never had because all he did was waste around, the dirty layabout.’ He stepped towards Kanishka, who cowered in terror.

‘Silence, Bhriga!’ the King cautioned. ‘The only muscle of yours I have permitted to use is your tongue. Speak now. This is your opportunity to defend yourself.’

Bhriga glared at the King. ‘My Lord, do you take the word of this peasant to be true? This man, this so-called farmer, is a scoundrel. He had been a plague on my farm. Far too often was I forced to strike him for his idiocy and absolute lethargy. I urge you to throw this man out of here before he wastes any more of our time.’ Bhriga paused in anticipation of the King’s acknowledgement. Yet, seeing how the King remained unfazed, Bhriga’s heartbeat raced. ‘Do you doubt me, Lord? I fought at your side, as I did with your father and grandfather before. I have bled for the kingdom that you now govern. I have given my all; is this dishonour the treatment I must receive? Your grandfather would have wept.’

The King remained impassive. ‘Bhriga, we are not here to discuss our past. If you have anything to say concerning the events of this case, then speak. If not, then speak no more. ‘

Bhriga gritted his teeth; the air rankled as he tried to compose himself. 

‘My Lord, if I may?’ Kanishka interrupted.

The King nodded in approval.

‘I did work for Bhriga, my Lord. I worked for him as my fields were already tended to, and I needed the grain to tide me over until the next harvest. I did what a man could do to the best of his ability. Yet it did not satiate Bhriga’s needs. He was ruthless. He deemed me less of a man because I do not descend from the Kshatriyas; my ancestors have always been farmers.’ 

‘Your ancestors were sheep!’ Bhriga roared. ‘No, it’s possible that one of them may have coupled with a rat to have brought you into existence, you filthy—!’ 

‘My Lord!’ Kanishka wailed in distress. ‘See how he abuses me. How he insults me! He thinks me undeserving of respect. Maybe that is his right. But my Lord, what right does he have over my possessions? Has my birth forbidden me the joys of my labour? I toiled to come into possession of that cow. Grant me justice, my Lord.’

Bhriga turned furiously towards his King. ‘Your Highness—’

With a slight of his hand, the King ordered for silence. The tension in the court was palpable. Finally, the King beckoned the chief councilman, Uttama, to come closer. As the King consulted with him, the court awaited with bated breath.

Agira spent this time observing the two men who stood seeking the King’s verdict. Bhriga, who struggled to compose himself, was nonetheless proud and confident. Agira was repulsed by the man. He was a towering giant. About two heads taller than Kanishka and almost twice as wide. Although he looked significantly older than Kanishka, it was apparent by his musculature that he was more than capable of handling himself in a brawl. Clearly, he was stronger. That much was self-evident. Why, then, does he feel the need to lord over his fellow men? Agira wondered. His father always told him that it was the duty of the strong to protect the weak. But Bhriga violated that unspoken law. He abused his might to oppress those who were less fortunate. 

After a brief aside with Uttama, who promptly left the town hall, the King arose from his throne and approached the farmer. ‘Kanishka, your pleas are heard. As King, I give you my oath; there will be no injustice today. However, one more thing must be done before I give my verdict.’ 

Saying this, he placed a hand over the farmer’s shoulder. Kanishka’s eyes teared up as he looked into the eyes of his King with reverence. This did not bode well with Bhriga, who teetered between fury and restraint.

‘I wish to see this cow that has been such a cause for commotion.’ 

The King returned to his throne. As the crowd chewed on this new piece of development, Agira could once again hear the murmuring of the people. Some spoke of the injustice meted out to the Kshatriyas, while others spoke of their arrogance.

After a brief period, Councilman Uttama returned, leading a magnificent milk-white creature with beautiful horns. The animal looked better fed than Kanishka, whose pupils traced every detail of its appearance. Those gathered at the town centre bowed in reverence. Cows were a sacred animal to the Pratishthans. To own one was to own sustenance. Meat, dairy, fur, the cow would provide for their every need. A boon from the gods. Naturally, the more of them one owned, the more blessed they were deemed to be. Agira noticed that the presence of the animal had calmed even Bhriga.

‘Bhriga, Kanishka, I now see why this creature has warranted such fervour within you. Yet, I am disheartened. Must we bicker and fight, creating problems for ourselves when we have been blessed with land that is rich and water, pure? Are we so besotted with suffering that we must create it when there is none? Yield to non-existent threats?’ 

The King spoke grudgingly. Agira noticed a hint of exhaustion in his father as if these words pained him. It was as subtle as a shadow cast by a falling leaf. But to the perceptive, it was clear. 

The King’s eyes darted between the two standing on trial. ‘Now, I will ask you a question. Both of you. Speak the truth, and remember, truth alone triumphs.’ 

‘Truth alone triumphs,’ the court chanted. 

‘Bhriga, you say this man lies to me and the court. If that is true, then this cow rightfully belongs to you.’

Bhriga listened to the King with rapt attention, while the cow had wholly robbed Kanishka of his. He observed the cow tenderly, as a father would his long-lost daughter. ‘If that is the case,’ the King continued, ‘then you must know the creature well, for she must have been in your care since birth.’ Bhriga replied, ‘Yes, my Lord.’ The King’s eyes sharpened, ‘Then Bhriga, tell me, is there anything that marks her as special? Something that only you would know?’

Bhriga took a moment to ponder over the King’s question. ‘My Lord, the only mark that distinguishes her from every other cow is a distinct lack of any. She is pure, my Lord, pure like our river. Unblemished from head to tail.’

‘My Lord!’ Kanishka interrupted with glee. ‘My Lord, I knew his falsehood would be his undoing!’ 

King Agama’s head turned to Kanishka, unfazed by the farmer’s newfound vigour. ‘Why do you say so?’ 

‘My Lord, Bhriga is a strong man. He has had an illustrious past. A past filled with glory and victories. But what he is not, is a farmer, and only a farmer can know his animal better than he knows the lines of his palm.’ Kanishka was in a reverie. ‘Bhriga says the animal is pearl white and unblemished. But how would he know that on the cow’s udder is a mark most distinctly black... Such a detail could have only been seen by a man who has milked the cow, day after day. One such as myself!’ 

‘My Lord, look! Look!’ He turned the animal around so the King could have a clearer view. What he so excitedly pointed at was a dark mark. Small yet clearly visible to any who sought to find it. Agira smiled. With this proof, Agira was certain that Kanishka would be reunited with his dear cow. Furthermore, it pleased him to know that there would be justice for the man. Bhriga was violent and unabashed in his revulsion for the farmer. Obviously, he frowned upon any who were not of the Kshatriya varna. 

The King rose again. His face was as stone, not a twitch to betray his emotions. ‘Bhriga... You were a warrior unlike any other. I have witnessed your mastery in combat. We fought together in the Battle of the Saptasindhu, where your valour led not only to our victory but also to the saving of many lives. I doubt I have seen any swing the Gaddha with the grace that you do.’ The King spoke with fierce resolution. But Agira saw and heard more. He heard the slight tremble in his voice. A bitterness. ‘In the many battles that followed, we were always at each other’s side. Your fire bellowed in the thick of it, a beacon of hope for your allies and a reminder of the pyre to your enemies! We have shared much glory. My father loved you. I love you... Imagine my sorrow, dear friend, when I see you languish in your glory. Your achievements are yours, Bhriga. None may take them away from you. But do not tarnish your name by perpetuating oppression and hate.’ 

‘My Lord...’ Bhriga’s voice was a whisper. Agira couldn’t believe this was the same man who had, just a few moments ago, been a storm of fury.

‘No, Bhriga, you have said enough. Your words and actions today have made your position quite clear. Do you think yourself superior to other people because of your varna? Why? Because you have been blessed with brawn? Think, man. Reason with yourself. Each varna has a role to perform in our land; without one, the other would not exist. As five fingers make a fist, our varnas, although different in their abilities and contributions, come together to make us strong.’ The King brandished a fist to emphasise his point.

Bhriga seemed lost. His eyes were unfocused.

‘I hope my words do not fall on deaf ears,’ King Agama continued. ‘And know this, I take no joy in reprimanding you so. Scribes, I am ready to give my verdict.’ 

‘My King, but this man—’ Bhriga appealed.

‘Enough, Bhriga! Trust your king. I will be fair.’ 

‘Yes, my Lord.’ 

Bhriga straightened himself, ready to accept whatever was to come. 

‘Seeing how my admonitions have failed to correct your behaviour, and censure has had no impact either... and for the many counts of oppression, thuggery, and your misconduct at this trial, I sentence you to twenty five lashes by the whip. This is to be carried out publicly.’ The King’s voice was unwavering. ‘Furthermore, this is a final warning to you, Bhriga of the Bhalwaans. Any other complaints regarding your intolerance, and you will wish that whipping is all you were sentenced with. I pray this is the last time we meet under such circumstances.’ 

‘I understand, my Lord.’ Bhriga bowed. 

A silence followed. Kanishka, Agira, and every other soul present waited to hear the following words the King would speak. But no words escaped him.

‘My Lord...’ Kanishka finally broke the silence with a meek call, ‘What of my cow?’ 

The King’s gaze turned towards Kanishka. And the mask of apathy that he had adorned throughout the day finally cracked. A lion is a majestic beast. It radiates power, prestige, and nobility. Most of its time is spent basking in the sun’s rays, calm and composed. That is, until it is spurred into action. Then its composure quickly transforms into savagery. 

‘Kanishka... My dear Kanishka. Since it is your first offence, consider it an extension of my mercy that I do not have you whipped and locked up for your impertinence!’
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