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  The Story Of Kashmir(a)


  The beautiful land of Kashmir (a), encircled by the snow-clad Himalayas, watered by numerous sparkling springs and lakes, and lush with green vegetation, was born out of a lake.


  Long, long ago, this Lake of Sati, as it was known, was charming with its clear water and bright lotuses. The gods often descended from the heaven to sit on its banks.


  One day, the nagas (serpent deities of the lake) heard the cry of a newborn child. Rising from the depths of the water, they saw a baby floating on a lotus leaf in the middle of the lake. They gathered around it full of compassion.


  "Let us rear this child," said one. "As he was born in the water,we will call him Jalodbhava (water-born)."


  As years passed, the infant grew into a young man. "I am not satisfied with my life here," he told the nagas. "I will propitiate Lord Brahma and obtain a boon from him."


  The nagas, who had nurtured him with loving care, were perturbed by his ambition. "Why are you discontented?" they asked. "Have we not given you everything you need?"


  Jalodbhava was adamant He left the lake and began a severe penance to please Brahma. At long last, Brahma appeared before him. "I am pleased with you, Jalodbhava," he said. "What do you de,sire?"


  Jalodbhava bowed before him. "Grant me three boons, O, Lord. I want immortality in the water, magical powers, and also unparalleled prowess."


  "So be it," answered Brahma and vanished.


  Jalodbhava returned home triumphantly.


  Then followed a period of terror for the human beings who lived near the lake. Jalodbhava used magical and other means to trap and devour them. They were forced to flee in fear while he roamed fearlessly in the now-desolate land.


  Jalodbhava harassed the nagas too till they left the lake and sought refuge with their king, Nila.


  "Do not fear," Nila comforted them. "My father, Sage Kashyapa, is traversing the earth. I will indu,ce him to help us."


  Accordingly, Nila went to meet Kashyapa.


  "O, father," he said, "there are holy places in the Himalayas as well."


  Kashyapa's curiosity was aroused and he accompanied Nila to his land. After visiting some sacred sites, he noticed that the adjoining lands were desolate. "Nila, tell me why this place is deserted," he said, "it was covered with abundant trees and grain once."


  Nila bowed his head in grief. "Father, you know that we raised a child in the lake—Jalodbhava. He is actually the son of the demon, Sangraha, and has adopted his father's cruel path. The impudent man has obtained boons from Brahma and we can restrain him no longer. He has devoured the entire land and has made it desolate. Help us to stop him."


  "Come with me," said Kashyapa and they went to the abode of Brahma.


  Vishnu, Shiva and Ananta were also present at the time. When they heard the story, Brahma said, "We will go to subdue this demon and Vishnu will kill him."


  The news spread among the heavenly beings. All the gods, goddesses, their spouses with their mothers, the seas and rivers and other divine beings prepared to witness the fight. Vishnu led the way mounted on Garuda. After him went Shiva on his bull, Nandi, along with Parvati, his consort. Brahma went on his swan, Ganga went on her crocodile, Sarayu on her deer, Yamuna on a tortoise, Saraswati on a buffalo and all the rest on their respective mounts.


  When Vishnu reached the Naubandhana mountain near the Lake of Sati, he stopped. "Jalodbhava!" called out Vishnu and his voice roared and echoed among the peaks. "Come out of the sacred lake." The demon laughed within the depths of the lake, secure in Brahma's boon.


  "He will not come out, 0, Vishnu," said Brahma. "He is imperishable in the water. I have given him this boon."


  "Then we will enter the Naubandhana mountain," smiled Vishnu. The other gods and the Asuras (as opposed to the Suras, meaning Devas) followed him in. Vishnu then turned to Ananta. "Break the Himalaya with your plough and make this lake devoid of water."


  Ananta responded by expanding into a huge form. Then he raised his plough and broke the mountain with a terrifying force.


  At once the water gushed out violently with a roaring sound and the swirling waves lashed the peaks and engulfed them. Then the water of the lake began to disappear. All at once, the place was plunged in darkness.


  "This is Jalodbhava's magic," said Vishnu. He turned to Shiva. "Do what is needed, O, Lord." Shiva immediately caught and held the sun and moon in his two hands. The darkness was destroyed and light returned to the land.


  Jalodbhava then assumed a terrifying form and stood before Vishnu. "I am invincible!" he cried. "Who dares to challenge me?"


  Vishnu smiled and then assumed a form as formidable and terrible as the demon. There followed a fierce battle between the two. The weapons used were the mighty trees and the towering mountain peaks. The heavenly beings and the nagas watched in awestruck silence. Finally, Vishnu cut off Jalodbhava's head with the Sudarshana Chakra.


  The spectators broke into songs of praise. Kashyapa bowed before Vishnu, "O, Lord, let this country be inhabited by human beings."


  "So be it," responded the god. "Since Kashyapa is also called Prajapati or ka, and since the water called ka was taken out by Ananta, this land will be called Kashmir (a)."


  Then Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva gave their own names to the peaks on which they had taken their stand. Shiva created a hermitage on the spot of Vishnu's victory and the other gods, sadhus, the rivers, the Gandharvas, the Apsaras, the Yakshas (celestial beings) and the mountain-kings erected hermitages near and around it.


  Thus ends the story of the formation of Kashmir. The rivers still traverse the land. Their names have changed but the water is ever pure and radiant. The mountains that once witnessed the heavenly fight still cradle and nurture the beautiful land that was born out of a lake. (Some geological observations tend to support the legend that Kashmir was born out of a lake.)


  




  Legends Of The Nagas


  The nagas had been directed to live in the lakes in Kashmir by Lord Vishnu. To avoid contact with the people, they preferred to live in their underwater kingdoms. They lived on fresh grain that they carried off, disguised as storms and rains.


  This is the tale of a Brahmin, Vishakha, who was drawn into the naga world.


  One day in Narapura, Vishakha, who was resting near a pond and eating his porridge, saw two beautiful maidens step forth from a grove of creepers.


  To his surprise, they started eating the pods of the kacchagccha grass that grew in that meadow. Overwhelmed by pity, Vishakha approached them. "Please eat this porridge," he said, offering it to them.


  They accepted it eagerly and while they ate, he fetched them some water to drink. Vishakha could contain his curiosity no longer. "Who are you, and why are you reduced to eating this tasteless grass?" he asked.


  "We are the daughters of the naga Sushravas who dwells in this pond," answered one. "I am Iravati and this is my younger sister, Chandralekha. We have nothing plea_sant to eat, so why should we not eat this grass?"


  "What is the cause of your poverty?" asked Vishakha.


  "Our father will tell you," said Iravati. "You can meet him during the festival of the Takshaka naga pilgrimage. He has a hair-tuft dripping with water and we will be with him."


  The maidens then disappeared and Vishakha awaited the festival with impatience. On the appointed day, he searched the crowds of dancers and spectators and soon spotted the naga Sushravas.


  The naga greeted him. "My daughters have told me about you," he said.


  "I want to know the cause of your misjortunes," said Vishakha. "If it is in my power to help, I would gladly do so."


  The naga smiled. "I should not make a secret of this matter, since my daughters have drawn you into it. Do you see the ascetic who is seated at the foot of that tree?" Vishakha nodded and the naga continued. "He guards the field yonder and he does not permit himself or anyone to touch the fresh crop. Unless he eats it, we cannot eat. Can you break the ascetic's vow?"


  "I will try my best," promised Vishakha and went away thinking of ways to outwit the field-guard. The following day, while the ascetic was in his hut, Vishakha crept up and dropped some fresh corn into the food that was cooking outside in a dish. He then retreated and watched from a distance. The ascetic emerged after a while and, removing the dish from the fire began to eat the food. As soon as he had done so, the naga Sushravas carried off the rich harvest disguised as rain. (The nagas were supposed to take the form of hailstorms to obtain food.)


  The next day, as Vishakha wandered near the pond, the naga rose from its depths. "You have freed us from misery," he said. "Allow us to honour you in our palace."


  So Vishakha spent a few days in the underwater kingdom of the naga. The two maidens worked hard to make his stay comfortable.


  One day Vishakha approached the naga. "You have given me great pleasures," he said. "But I desire to return to my land now. Please give me leave to do so."


  "So be it," said the naga, "though we are sorry to let you go. Is there anything else you desire?" "I want to marry Chandralekha, your younger daughter," said Vishakha.


  The naga hesitated. "You are not entitled to this allian.ce," he said. "Yet we owe you much and I cannot refuse you. Chandralekha is yours."


  The marriage of Chandralekha and Vishakha took place soon after, and the couple left for Narapura armed with the naga's blessings and much wealth. They were happy together and led a fulfilled life.


  One day, king Nara's soldiers passed by and caught sight of the beautiful Chandralekha. When they reported this to the king, he declared, "Such beauty should belong to me and not to a mere Brahmin."


  Not long after, a horse strayed into the courtyard of Vishakha's house and began eating the rice that was drying in the sun. Chandralekha ran up and slagped the horse. As it ran away, the golden imprint of Chandralekha's hand appeared on its body. The king's'spies brought the horse before the king.


  The king gazed at the golden mark. "Such beautiful fingers!" he cried. "Such a perfect hand! I must have Chandralekha. Go and bring her to me."


  Thus, Vishakha was approached by the king's messengers. "Our king wants your wife," they said. "We have come to take her."


  "I will not give her," retorted Vishakha. 'Tell the king she is mine."


  When the king heard Vishakha's reply, he roared in anger. "I will go there myself and take her away."


  That night he visited Chandralekha and Vishakha. "Vishakha, I desire your beautiful wife," he said.


  "Give her to me and I will make you a very wealthy man."


  "I will not part with Chandralekha for mere riches," replied Vishakha. "Sire, it is your duty to protect your subjects, not harass them like this."


  "You obstinate fool!" shouted the king. "You will regret this!" He departed in a rage and Chandralekha trembled with fear.


  "What shall we do?" Chandralekha cried.


  "Do not worry," Vishakha embraced her. "I will never let them take you."


  Some hours later, the couple was rudely awakened by the sound of soldiers' cries. 'They have come to take you away," whiskered Vishakha. "Come, we will leave by the rear exit."


  They crept out of the house, into the dense bushes and ran through the night till they reached the naga's pond. They jumped in and entered his kingdom. When the naga saw the harassed couple, he rose blind with fury. His appearance caused to form dense clouds in the early morning sky, plunging the land in darkness. He rained fearful thunderbolts on the town to burn it and its king. The screams of the people rent the air as they tried to escape the leaping flames. The river Vitasta was soon swollen with the bodies of burned men and animals.


  "Let us move away from this place," said naga Sushravas to Vishakha. "We will find a new home."


  The lake that he created as his new home on a far-off mountain is there to this day. So is a lake nearby, the Jamatrisaras, where Vishakha, who became a naga by Sushravas's favour, resided.


  As for the king, he was destroyed with his people for daring to trifle with a naga's daughter.


  




  The Rule Of A Woman


  This is the story of how Lord Krishna once became the worst enemy of the land of Kashmir. King Gonanda was a relative of the evil king, Jarasandha, whom Krishna was fighting.


  "I must go to Jarasandha's aid," Gonanda informed his court.


  "But, Sire," protested his ministers, "Jarasandha is wicked and cruel and Krishna has cause to be angry. It is wrong to join forces against Krishna."


  "I know all this," said Gonanda, "but when a relative calls for help, I cannot ignore him. It is my duty to support Jarasandha." He glanced around the silent court and was touched by the grief-stricken faces of his ministers. "I must leave now," he said, "God willing, I will return. It will all happen as fate decrees."


  The ministers remained desolate. Gonanda's prowess in battle was well known and feared. He was easily the strongest ruler that the land ever had. And yet, his might was combined with a gentleness and compassion that endeared him to all.


  Soon after, Gonanda marched forth to Mathura with a large force. They reached their destination after several days and pitched their camp on the banks of the Kalindi (Yamuna) river.


  Within the town, confusion reigned. "This king will destroy will destroy us," lamented the people. "Mathura is doomed!"


  When Gonanda attacked the town, this prophecy was more than fulfilled. The soldiers of Mathura were crushed and the people ran helter-skelter, seeking to avoid retribution at Gonanda's hands. It was then that Balarama, Krishna's brother, stepped into the breach.


  "Do not be disheartened," he told the shattered soldiers."I will engage Gonanda in battle and destroy this mighty foe."


  Accordingly, armed with his plough, Balarama entered the battlefield and challenged Gonanda to a fight. The clash between the two was terrible to behold. At long last, Balarama, wounded and exhausted, drove home the final thrust that lulled the noble Gonanda.


  Mathura rejoiced while Kashmir was sunk in gloom.Gonanda's son, Damodara, was crowded the king of Kashmir while tears of rage gushed from his eyes.


  "I will take revenge for my father's death," he told his wife, Yashovati. "I will not rest till I do so."


  Yashovati felt troubled and uneasy. She knew her husband's obstinacy and pride, and feared the worst.


  As time went on, the ministers forgot their grief. Damodara was proving to be as strong and capable as his father, and they were satisfied. "The kingdom is in safe hands," they said. "King Damodara has ably filled his father's place."


  However, the king himself remained moody and unhappy.


  "Why are you always distracted and pale, my lord?" remarked Yashovati.


  "I cannot find peace till I avenge my father's death," replied Damodara.


  "Do not brood on the past," warned Yashovati. "Think about the future. A child will be born to us soon. Is this not more important than nursing a grievance?"


  Not long after, while Damodara was in court, the commander of his forces approached him. "Sire, we have heard that the Vrishnis (Yadavas) have been invited by the Gandharas to a swayamvara" he said. "They have come and camped on the banks of the Indus."


  Damodara's eyes gleamed with sudden interest. "So the Yadavas are here," he said. "Krishna must be with them. Now is the time for me to strike." Aloud he said, "Get a force ready. We will attack them now."


  Yashovati watched her husband ride away at the head of his troops, his face glowing with determination. She had tried to stop him, but he was adamant. "Let me go, Yashovati," he had said, "I have waited so long to take revenge."


  Urging their horses on faster and faster, Damodara and his soldiers galloped towards the land of the Gandharas. A huge cloud of dust rose and enveloped them as they rode on. At long last they reached the enemy encampment, which was thrown into confusion on their arrival. Screams and cries rent the air as the Yadavas seized their arms and struggled into battle positions. Damodara immediately sighted Krishna. He was seated alone, a look of calmness and peace on his face. Just then, he caught the enraged king's eye and smiled.


  'He tries to mock me!' thought the furious Damodara. With a cry of wrath, he rode up to Krishna and challenged him to a fight.


  Those who saw the fight between Damodara and Krishna were reminded of the mighty clash between Gonanda and Balarama. As before, the combatants were equally matched and the issue remained doubtful. Anger and revenge lent power to Damodara's arm and he fought like one possessed. Yet he soon became a victim to Krishna's Sudarshana Chakra and died at Krishna's feet.


  The two armies sprang apart and those of Kashmir were sunk in gloom. Krishna directed a look of compassion towards them and said, "Lead me to your land. There is something I have to do there." The sorrowing soldiers led Krishna and his retinue to their orphaned land. From the palace window, Yashovati saw them return and despair filled her heart.


  'My husband is dead,' she thought. 'My unborn child will never have a father.' She struggled with her tears and tried to gain control over herself. When Krishna came to her, her grief burst forth in a fresh torrent of tears.


  "My child," said Krishna gently. "Do not grieve for him. He has attained peace at last." Knowing this to be true, Yashovati was comforted. The Lord said, "You must fulfil the task I now set you. You will take your husband's place on the throne."


  Shock and bewilderment assailed Yashovati's mind as she considered this. She—a ruler? How could she accept this task? What would the people say? Then she looked at Krishna's face and drew strength and courage from it.


  "I will do as you say," she said resolutely.


  "So, come with me," said Krishna and led her to the vacant throne. Before the startled eyes of the court, he made the priests perform her coronation ceremony. Finally, he placed the crown on her head and turned to the others. "She is your ruler now," he said.


  A murmur of protest rose in the chamber. "A woman on the throne?" exclaimed the ministers. "How can this be, Krishna? She cannot rule."


  Krishna held up his hand for silence. "This land of Kashmir is Parvati herself," he said. "I am honouring her by placing a woman on her throne."


  These words silenced the people. As Yashovati looked around, she knew that the eyes of the men looked upon her with new respect. Tears of pride pricked her eyes and her face glowed with a new commitment. Krishna surveyed the court and there was not a flicker of resentment now. Satisfied, he blessed the new ruler and her people and departed.


  Months later, a son was born to Yashovati. She looked at him with great pride. "You shall bear the name of your grandfather," she said. "For one day, you are to step on this noble throne and rule the land like him."


  And the infant Gonanda looked at her and smiled.


  




  The Snake-King


  It is not often that gods hay dealings with mortals. However, in the case of king Damodara of Kashmir^ Vaishravana, the god of wealth, was said to be his close friend. None saw him come or go, but the ministers of the court knew it to be true. In an case, they dared not question the king: Though he was a good an compassionate ruler, Damodara wa: often short-tempered and impulsive.


  King Damodara summoned the ministers one day. "I wish to bring water into the town I built on* the plateau called Damodara-suda," he said.


  "Sire, that is an impossible task," they objected. "There is no source of water nearby."


  "If so, I will bring water there by means of a dam," said the king. "We will start work on it at once."


  "Sire, it cannot be done immediately. We have to get the workers and..."


  'There is no need for them," interrupted the king. "It will be done by the guhyakas." Knowing the guhyakas to be the demigods who wait upon Vaishravana, the ministers lapsed into awestruck silence. And so in a very short time, a long dam was built.


  "We will call it the Guddasetu," declared the king. "Water now will be readily available in the town."


  "The king is great!" chanted the people and Damodara swelled with pride at their praise. "Nothing is an obstacle to him. He is a favourite of the gods." Little did they know the disaster that would soon strike their beloved king!


  One day the king was setting off for the river Vitasta to take his bath, when a group of Brahmins came before him. "We are hungry, 0, king," said one. "Give us food before taking your bath. You will be blessed."


  The king shook his head impatiently. "I am eager to take bath 0, Brahmins," he said. "I have just performed a ceremony connected with an event of death. I cannot satisfy your wish right now. Please wait until I have had my bath."


  The Brahmins exchanged glances. Then they addressed him, "We will bring the river before you as you are so anxious to see its waters."


  The king frowned but made no reply. All at once, right before his eyes appeared the gushing and sparkling waters of the Vitasta. The king stared at the beautiful river in perplexity while the accompanying ministers exclaimed aloud in wonder. "Here is the Vitasta," said a Brahmin. "Now that you have it before your eyes, give us food to satisfy our hunger."


  "This is mere jugglery!" exclaimed the king, turning away from the waters. "How can this be the river Vitasta?"


  "We have brought it here by our spiritual powers," retorted the Brahmins. "You must believe us. Why should we fool you?"


  The king made a dismissive motion with his head. "Be that as it may, I do not give food till I have bathed," he said. "0, Brahmins, take yourselves away at once."


  The Brahmins eyes flashed with anger. "You are arrogant and impulsive," they said. "As you have spoken thus, we curse you. You will become a snake."


  The king stared at them, at first in amazement and then with growing horror. "No!" he cried. "Have mercy on me, learned Brahmins. Forgive me for my mistake. I will feed you now. Take back your harsh words." He ran up and fell at their feet.


  The ministers and the other attendants watched the grim-faced Brahmins in petrified silence. "Do not take away our beloved king," implored one minister, tears falling down his face. "0, revered Brahmins, take back your curse."


  "We will not revoke our curse," said one Brahmin. "But we will set a time to it. When the king hears the whole story of the Ramayana recited in a single day, our curse will cease. Till then, he will remain a snake."


  To this day, people recognize the snake-king by his hot breath, as he rushes about in search of water, far and wide on the Damodara-suda, the present-day Damdar-Udar. Some say that the Ramayana has to be recited to him during the single night of the Shivaratri festival. Until this is done, he will haunt these dry and barren wastes, as restless and impatient as before.


  




  The Man Who Died And Became A King


  There was once a man, Samdhimati, who owing to his intelligence, rose to become the minister of king Jayendra in Kashmir. The king lavished wealth and honour on his able adviser and, as a result, the other court officials became jealous. The law officer approached the king one day.


  "Sire, you should beware of Samdhimati. He has an eye on the # I throne and will usurp your power one day"


  The king angrily dismissed the officer but these words rankled in his mind. What if Samdhimati's loyalty was false? What if he had evil designs on the throne? The king spent a restless night but in the morning he made up his mind.


  Appearing in court, he addressed Samdhimati, "Begone! You are my minister no more. Your house, your wealth, your possessions are all mine."


  Samdhimati stood before the king, his eyes full of sadness. He was aware of the jealousy of the others and knew that this was a plot against him. Yet he made no attempt to argue and, bowing low, he turned and walked away.


  The king felt a pang on seeing him go but the law officer was at hand. "See how brazen he is, Sire," he murmured. "He has nothing to say in his defence."


  And the king's wrath flared up once more.


  Soon after, a rumour spread from house to house about Samdhimati. It grew and grew, until it reached the ears of the king.


  "What are the people saying about Samdhimati?" thundered Jayendra.


  "Sire," ventured one officer, "there is a wicked rumour that says, To Samdhimati will belong the kingdom.' "


  The king's face grew red with rage. "Who has spread this rumour?" he cried.


  "Sire, who else could have started it but Samdhimati? He wishes to challenge you even now," said the wicked law officer.


  The king jumped to his feet. 'Throw Samdhimati into prison," he ordered.


  The helpless Samdhimati was torn away from his hut and cast into a dungeon with fetters around his feet. Day followed day, month followed month, and year followed year. Samdhimati, weak and worn from his cruel confinement, kept up his spirit with thoughts of Lord Shiva.


  Ten years passed in this manner. Meanwhile, Jayendra fell prey to a mortal illness. He lay on his couch, his body burning with pain. "Alas! We have no son to take my place," he lamented to his queen. 'The thought torments me'


  'This is not the only thing that torments you," replied the wise queen. "You are troubled about Samdhimati as well."


  "I am not! I hate him!" cried the king. "I will see to it that he never takes my place!"


  The following day, the king summoned the executioner secretly. "Samdhimati must be put to death," he said. "Do this at night so that it is not public knowledge."


  The king's order was carried out. Samdhimati was rudely awakened by the executioner and his henchman, dragged to the stake and killed. The king exulted when he heard of the deed. Hours later he died and the land was left without a ruler.


  Meanwhile, the news of Samdhimati's end reached his guru, Ishana, through a friend. "Alas!" lamented Ishana. "My noble son! You have suffered so much! It is always so with the good."


  Unable to meditate any longer, Ishana went to the cemetery to perform the funeral rites for his beloved disciple. It was situated on the outskirts of the city and night had fallen by the time he reached there. For a while, he was unable to spot Samdhimati's body. The place was fearful with its dark surroundings and the howling of animals.


  All at once, he saw a pack of wolves gathered around a stake. He cut himself a stout stick and walked towards them. As he advanced, he caught a glimpse of Samdhimati's body that the wolves had surrounded. Rage and despair filled his heart. He shouted loudly and attacked the animals with the stick. Howling and snarling, they scattered and were soon gone.


  Ishana tenderly lifted the body. He carried it to the far end and laid it down so as to prepare a funeral pyre. As he knelt, his eye fell on some lines on Samdhimati's forehead.


  Bending low, he realized that, in a wondrous manner, there was a divine verse inscribed on the brow. It said, 'He will have a life of poverty, ten years' imprisonment, death on the stake, and still thereafter a throne.'


  Struck with astonishment, he realized that three-fourths of this prophecy had come true. He marvelled at the mysterious workings of God and wondered whether the last part would be fulfilled as well. "There must be some meaning behind this verse," he mused. "I will wait to see what happens." He sat on the hard ground, unmindful of the place and the darkness, and watched the body closely. Sleep remained far from his eyes even though the hours advanced.


  All at once, Ishana smelt a heavenly perfume of incense. As he sniffed the air, he was deafened by a terrific noise—of many bells struck with big clappers and of a violent beating of drums. He closed his eyes in fear and when he dared to open them, he saw before him some women enveloped in a halo of light. They had carried off Samdhimati's skeleton.


  These must be witches,' thought Ishana. 'What are they doing with Samdhimati?' He went forward, trembling, his sword drawn.


  As he hid behind a tree, he saw that the witches were joining the limbs. Then they covered the body with heavenly ointments. Samdhimati now resembled a person just risen from sleep. Ishana was amazed! He realized that the witches had put Samdhimati's spirit back into his body and so raised him to life. Tears of joy running down his face, he continued to watch. Then he became aware that the night was nearing its end.


  "What if these heavenly figures take back his limbs?" he wondered. "What if they disappear with him at dawn?"


  Racked by these fears, Ishana ran forward with a shout. The band of witches disappeared at once. Then a voice was heard: "Do not fear, 0, Ishana. He will retain his limbs. Since he was joined (samdhita) with a heavenly body, he will be called Samdhimat on earth and on account of his noble character as Aryaraja."


  Ishana sank to his feet in relief and gratitude. Then Samdhimat, who now wore a magnificent dress with wondrous heavenly ornaments, recovered his memory and greeted Ishana with warmth. When he heard Ishana's tale, he wept at the love and concern shown by his teacher and fell at his feet.


  When Samdhimat and Ishana rose to return home the next morning, they found the people of the city entering the cemetery. By some mysterious means, the story of Samdhimati's resurrection had spread and the citizens had hastened to the spot. They did not recognize him at first because of his grand and altered appearance. However, when he addressed questions to those he knew and enquired about the families, their doubts were set at rest and they marvelled at the ways of fate. At length, some addressed Samdhimat, "O, noble one, you are truly blessed by the gods. Please consent to be our king and rule us. There is none worthier than you to fill this place."


  Samdhimat turned to Ishana. "For myself, I am content with the service of God, but I take no step unless my guru bids me."


  Tears of happiness poured down Ishana's face. "My son," he said, "accept this offer. This is God's will."


  "I submit to it," said Samdhimat.


  At this, the citizens rejoiced and they conducted him to the palace for his coronation. Thus, a man who died became one of the noblest and wisest kings the land of Kashmir had ever known.


  




  The Heavenly Parasol


  There was once a beautiful princess in the town of Pragjyotisha called Amritaprabha. When she came of age, the king held a swayamvara to enable her to choose her husband. Many illustrious suitors, lured by tales of Amritaprabha's beauty, assembled there.



  Among them was Meghavahana, the great-grandchild of a former king of Kashmir.


  Amritaprabha shyly cast her eyes over the court and wondered whom she would choose. To Meghavahana's surprise, the princess stopped before him and put the garland around his neck. He rose to his feet, unable to contain
his joy.



  The couple moved forward to seek the king's blessings. As the king stepped down from his throne, the priest cried out in surprise, "Sire, the parasol of Varuna has cast its shade over the prince!"



  "It is true!" exclaimed the king. "My son, you are favoured by the gods."



  Meghavahana looked up in surprise, wondering at the meaning of these words. All at once, he saw by his side, a beautiful, dazzling white parasol with exquisite decorations that was casting its shade over him.



  'This is the parasol of Varuna, the lord of the seas," explained the king. "It casts its shade on none else but a sovereign of the whole world. You are destined for glory and brilliance."


  Dazed by these portents and by his good fortune, Meghavahana brought his bride and the divine parasol back home.



  Upon his return, the ministers of the Kashmir court sought him out and offered the throne to him. "We are dissatisfied with our present ruler," they said. "He has devoted himself to a life of prayer and the affairs of the kingdom lie neglected.The people suffer because of this. Your noble character and bravery are well-known in these parts. Honour us and the land by accepting our offer."



  So Meghavahana became the king of Kashmir. Soon he proclaimed a law against the killing of living beings. It became his ambition to conquer other kingdoms to impose this law on
them as well.




  Once while on an expedition near the sea, the king told his weary army to rest in the shade of some palm groves. 'I must use this time to plan a way to conquer the island of Lanka,' he thought. 'It is the land of demons and needs to be taught the ways of peace. But how will I cross the great seas with my army?'



  All of a sudden, a cry rent the air. It seemed to come from a wood on the shore, not far from where the royal horses were tethered. The cry came again and the king heard the plaintive call, "Even under Meghavahana's rule, I have been slain!"



  In his agitation, the king did not wait to summon his officers but ran towards the wood. Plunging through the undergrowth, he fought his way till he came to a clearing. There, before him, was a temple of Chandika (Durga) with some sort of human sacrifice in progress on the steps. A man lay on the ground, his arms raised for mercy, and a menacing-looking barbarian stood over him, brandishing his sword.



  "Stop!" cried the king, shocked at the sight. "You wretch! You dare to threaten another's life in my realm?"



  The barbarian dropped his sword in terror and fell on his knees before the king. "0, noble one, have mercy! I am the leader of a troop of barbarians that live in this wood. My little son has fallen prey to some disease and is on his deathbed. If I kill this man, the gods will be pleased and save my son's life. If you prevent this sacrifice, my son dies and the rest of my troop will give up their lives with him."



  The king glanced towards a bundle on the temple porch and presumed it to be the dying boy. His heart was torn with confusion and compassion.



  "This man whom you desire to protect," continued the barbarian, "was wandering about, alone and friendless, in the forest. Is he of more value to you than this child with whom many persons are connected?"



  The victim sat cringing on the ground, a look of terror on his face. Tears fell from the barbarian's eyes. "Sire, tell me what to do!" he cried. "I cannot see my son suffer this way."



  The king spoke firmly. "Do not be distressed. I will save your son as well as this victim. I offer my body in sacrifice to Chandika. Kill me, O, barbarian. May these two persons live."



  The barbarian, struggling between incredulity and fear, took a step backwards. "Sire, you are the king. Your life should be protected at all times. Do not pity this victim. Let him die. His life is of no significance."



  The king shook his head impatiently. "If I can use my body to stop a killing, why should I not? Do not speak another word. Kill me!"



  The barbarian hung his head and made no move to take his sword.



  "If you cannot bring yourself to strike at me, I will use my own sword for the purpose." So saying, the king drew out his sword. The barbarian and the victim watched in horror. As Meghavahana was about to strike himself, his head was covered with divine flowers of exquisite colour and perfume, and someone held back his arm. The king whirled around in surprise and beheld a person of heavenly appearance. Then he realized that the barbarian, the victim, and the ailing boy had vanished.



  A divine being addressed the bewildered king. "I am Varuna, the lord of the seas. I have come to reclaim my parasol that was carried away from my town by the powerful Bhauma, the father of your father-in-law. It has powers to quell calamities in my land. I created this illusion to test your nobility of mind. You are truly compassionate and noble."



  Meghavahana bowed before the divine being and returned the parasol reverently to him. Then he asked hesitantly, "O, Lord, encouraged by your praise, I wish to ask a boon. I need help to cross the waters so that I may conquer the islands."



  Varuna smiled. "So be it. When you desire to cross the ocean, I will pull away the water?" Then he disappeared with the parasol.



  The following day, Meghavahana assembled his troops on the shore. The waters swelled and crashed on the sand, and the soldiers trembled at its might. Meghavahana rode forward and plunged into the foaming ocean. All at once, the waters parted and the king, smiling at his troops' astonishment beckoned them to follow him. In this wondrous manner, Meghavahana reached Lanka and won over its king, Vibhishana, in friendship.



  On returning home, Amritaprabha welcomed him and then looked around in confusion. "Where is the parasol, my lord?" she asked. "It never leaves your side."



  "It was never mine to keep," he answered. "Yet the mark of favour shown to me by its divine owner will guide me through my life."



  As he spoke, the skies darkened as if the parasol was casting its shade over him, even from its heavenly abode.




  The Poet's Destiny


  There was once a young poet called Matrigupta who had sought patronage in various courts to support himself. Yet he was dissatisfied with his patrons. 'No king I have served so far has understood my words,' he thought. 'Only food, wine and other luxuries interest them. I am wasting my talent.' As days went by, his bitterness grew.



  "Why do you not approach king Vikramaditya of Ujjayini?" suggested a friend. "He is known as a patron of poets."



  And so Matrigupta arrived at the court of king Vikramaditya. He was ushered in with respect and presented to the king. Dazzled by the magnificence and grandeur of the palace, Matrigupta bowed before the king and recited a newly composed poem in the latter's honour. The king graciously bowed his head and then turned to the other ministers. Matrigupta, satisfied with his reception, joined a crowd at the far end of the chamber and gazed upon the king.



  "He is truly a noble king." Matrigupta mused. "I saw the glow of appreciation in his eyes. This is my true master. I will serve him night and day."



  Meanwhile, the king was reflecting on Matrigupta's poem. 'His words are of great merit and insight,' he thought. This poet deserves a high reward from me. Yet I will wait a while before I bestow it. I will test his thoughts and character.'



  And so, though Matrigupta presented himself at the court daily, recited poems on demand and served the king in other ways, Vikramaditya did not honour him with a gift. Yet Matrigupta was not disheartened.



  'This is the king's way of testing me,' he thought rightly. 'I will serve him with even more devotion.'



  The ministers, officials, guards and other servants of the court grew to recognize the poet by his unwavering attendance in court. 'The king will surely reward you soon," remarked one of the guards. "His generosity is well known. You will be a rich man."



  Yet, as one day followed another, and there was no sign of acknowledgement from the king, the court grew baffled. In their eyes, Matrigupta's importance lessened.



  "Why do you come every day?" mocked a guard. "The king is not interested in you."
The words did not anger the poet. His mind was fixed on the king and his needs. He was blind to all else.



  The king, meanwhile, got used to Matrigupta's presence in court. 'He stays neither too long nor too short,' he mused. 'I am pleased by this discretion and by his devotion. Let me test him further. I will send one of my trusted ministers to him to find out if he speaks ill of me in private.'
Thus, one day, Matrigupta was accosted by Vallabha, the keeper of the treasury. "My friend, I am amazed by your devotion to the king," said Vallabha, "yet I feel he is too uncertain in temperament to reward you. Why do you not go elsewhere?"



  Matrigupta stood rigid, a glow of anger in his eyes. "My devotion to the king is unswerving," he said firmly. "How can you talk of your master this way? Have you no cause to be grateful to him?"
When Vallabha reported his talk to the king, the latter's eyes glowed with pleasure. "It is as I thought," he exclaimed. "Matrigupta is a treasure, a loyal servant."



  The following day, as Matrigupta entered the palace, a group of servants burst into laughter. "Here he comes, the faithful one," they sneered. 'Take our advice. Go where your true worth is known." Matrigupta was neither perturbed by this or by the group of disgruntled courtiers he met later, who were grumbling about the king's strictness. Matrigupta reminded them of Vikramaditya's greatness and their duties towards him. He left them feeling ashamed of their words and drawn towards the poet. Thus, Matrigupta gradually regained the respect and love of the court. The king, however, occupied with matters of state, took the poet's presence for granted.



  Six months passed in this manner and a feeling of discontent crept into Matrigupta's heart. 


  'Could I have been wrong?' he wondered. 'I have served the king so well, yet he turns his face from me. What could be the reason?'



  At that moment, the king passed him and was struck by the poet's frail and shabby condition. 'His clothes are torn and he is covered with dust,' thought Vikramaditya, concerned. 'I have made him suffer; this excellent man who is without protection, without relatives and without any proper means of income. Shame on me! In my eagerness to test him, I have not respected him as he deserves. What honour should I show him to repay my debt?'



  That night the harsh winter winds blew with vigour and the king was suddenly roused to find the lamps flickering.



  "Which of the guards is outside?" he called.



  "O, king, I Matrigupta, am here," came the answer. "The others are asleep."



  "Come in and light the lamps," ordered the king. When Matrigupta had lit the lamps, the king addressed him, "Not much remains of the night. Why are you still awake?"



  Matrigupta decided to unburden himself for the first time. Bitterness gushed forth in the poem he composed then and there. "I am assailed by cold and hunger, hence sleep deserts me. The night, however, does not get exhausted like the lamp."



  The king, after dismissing him was racked with guilt. 'Shame on me,' he reflected, 'that I have to hear such words of pain from this excellent man. He is in distress and thinks nothing of my words of thanks. But I know a gift worthy of him. I will make him the king of Kashmir which is now under my protection." He then secretly dispatched a message to the ministers of Kashmir bidding them to crown as king, the bearer of his royal decree—Matrigupta."



  The following day, Matrigupta was summoned by the king. 'Take this document to Kashmir and give it to the state officers," said Vikramaditya. "Let no one read it."



  "Yes, my lord," said Matrigupta.



  "The king is harsh," muttered the courtiers. "It is a long, hard journey to Kashmir in this severe cold. The foolish king has not given Matrigupta any provisions. Poor man! He has been cheated in his faith."



  Matrigupta set out on his journey with much apprehension. 'Will I be able to fulfil this task?' he wondered aloud many a time. The roads were long and his body was weary. Yet his pride and determination gave him strength. He marched on for many a day finding, to his surprise and relief, hospitable reception along the way. Food, drink and shelter were readily available. 'It is not as difficult a task as I feared,' he thought. 'And last night I dreamt of crossing an ocean. Surely this is an auspicious sign. Perhaps the Kashmiri ministers will give me some small reward.'



  When he entered the land of Kashmir at last, he was entranced by the beauty—towering mountains, verdant land and scented breezes. At Kramavarta (watch-tower), he was directed to the ministers who were gathered there. "I bear a message from king Vikramaditya," he said.



  One minister read the decree. "Is your name Matrigupta?" he asked.



  "Yes, it is."



  The ministers bowed before the startled poet. "Welcome, O, king," they said. "The land is blessed to have you as its lord."



  To his surprise, he was led to the highest seat and given much respect. "I do not understand..." faltered Matrigupta.



  When he heard the whole story, tears flowed down his face. After his coronation ceremony, he dispatched costly gifts to Vikramaditya, as also those of small value to indicate his humility. Along with these, he sent a verse of gratitude, "You show no emotion. You do not boast. You do not indicate your liberal disposition, but yield your good fruits like a tree, like the cloud which pours down silently its rain."



  Thus a poet's dream came true.




  The King With Two Mothers


  A king called Hiranya once ruled over the land of Kashmir. He was brave and able, but extremely arrogant. Once his younger brother, Toramana, struck coins in his own name. This action angered him beyond control.



  'This is the king's privilege alone," he stormed. "I will throw Toramana into prison for his audacity."



  So Toramana was imprisoned much to the consternation of his beautiful wife, Anjana, who was pregnant.



  "Do not fear," Toramana consoled her. "My brother's anger will not last for long."
Day followed day and the king showed no signs of relenting. The couple were cast into despair. 


  Thereafter, on Toramana's advice, Anjana went to a potter's hut to deliver her child. A son was born to her and, as Anjana gazed upon his face, she was overcome with sadness.



  "I will leave him here with you," she said to the potter's wife. 'Take care of him and keep him concealed from the king. Alas! My poor child should suffer such a fate!"



  The good potter-woman was moved by the lady's plight. "I will treat him like the treasure he is," she said at once. "What is he to be called?"



  "Pravarasena—after his grandfather, the illustrious king. Do not tell him of his parentage."



  "No, my lady," replied the potter-woman. "I will never reveal the secret to him or to anyone."



  Thus the little prince grew up in the potter's hut, far from the rich comforts that were his by right. The potter-woman lavished all her care and attention on him.



  "You never let him out of your sight," remarked her friends. "One day he will grow up and leave you. What will you do?"



  "When the time comes, I will see," replied the potter-woman.



  Anjana came often to see her son who welcomed the attention of this beautiful lady. "Mother, who is she and why does she cry when she comes here?" he asked the potter-woman, one day.



  "She is a friend," was the answer, "and she has suffered much sadness in her life. This is why she cries."



  The children in the area were drawn to the young Pravarasena. He bore himself with a natural dignity and his intelligence was well-known.



  "The boys have made him the leader of their band," the potter-woman told Anjana one day.



  Anjana wept tears of joy. "Tell me more," she said.



  "He controls all those who follow him," continued the potter-woman, "and commands obedience, like the king he is destined to be."



  One day Pravarasena was fashioning a row of Skivalingas out of a ball of potter's clay. Absorbed in the task, he did not notice a distinguished-looking man standing nearby and watching him. Pravarasena's friend nudged him. "That is Jayendra, Prince Toramana's brother-in-law," he whispered.
Pravarasena looked up and nodded easily.



  This boy looks like my brother-in-law, Toramana,' thought the bewildered Jayendra. 'He seems to be of superior birth. Who can he be?'



  He followed the boy to his hut and was shocked to find Anjana there. Realizing the truth, he hugged his sobbing sister.



  "Mother, who are these two?" Pravarasena asked the potter-woman in confusion.
She hesitated, tears filling her eyes. Embracing him, she said, "It is time to break the silence. My child, this is your mother and that is your maternal uncle."



  When Pravarasena heard the story, he was filled with rage. "I will challenge king Hiranya and deliver my father from prison," he cried.



  "No, the time is not yet ripe," advised Jayendra. "Wait a while, then we will see."
Soon, fate took a turn and both Toramana and Hiranya died. Despondent and weary, Pravarasena left his mothers and went on a pilgrimage to some religious sites. He prayed to Lord Shiva continuously for a kingdom. At that time, the throne of Kashmir had been given to Matrigupta by king Vikramaditya of Ujjayini. Enraged at this, Pravarasena set out to challenge Matrigupta.



  Soon, he was informed that Matrigupta had left Kashmir and was encamped nearby. He approached the king with a small escort. Matrigupta ran out to receive him. "Kashmir is yours, 0, noble Pravarasena," he said at once, "I am the king no more."



  "What is the reason for this?" queried the'surprised prince.



  "My patron, king Vikramaditya of Ujjayini, has died," replied Matrigupta. "I am racked with sorrow and have decided to renounce all worldly pleasures. The throne is yours."



  Thus Pravarasena became the next ruler of Kashmir. Seated on the throne, he felt redeemed. He wished his father was alive to see him, but delighted in the joy of his mothers.



  In a short time, he became a mighty king. He waged numerous battles and won them easily. His fame echoed in all regions.



  Yet Pravarasena was dissatisfied. "I have conquered the world," he told his wife, Ratnaprabha. "However, I desire a town after my own name. It should be built in an auspicious place and manner. How will I fulfil this aim?"



  One night the king, his jewelled sword drawn, was wandering about the city, pondering over his dilemma. He came to a stream near the cemetery, bordered by trees and glittering strangely in the moonlight. All at once, he heard a loud roar and saw a huge, fearsome demon on the opposite bank. Fascinated by his flaming looks, Pravarasena gazed on fearlessly. Then the rakshasa addressed him, "Your desire, O, great ruler, will be fulfilled. Come to my side after crossing this embankment."



  He stretched out his own knee from the other bank, thereby parting the waters of the stream. Knowing this embankment to be a limb of the rakshasa''s body, the brave king cut a flight of steps on the flesh with his dagger. He then crossed over to the demon who told him an auspicious time and said, "Build your town where you see my measuring line laid down."



  The following day, Pravarasena found the spot and immediately laid the foundation of his city, Pravarapura. He constructed boat-bridges, houses, markets, shrines and mansions, and made it a place unrivalled in its beauty and perfection.



  "You have fulfilled your greatest wish, my lord," said Ratnaprabha to Pravarasena. "There is nothing you cannot accomplish."



  "No, that is not true," replied the king. "I owe my strength, my everything to Lord Shiva, and to my two mothers. For them, I have reached such heights."



  To this day, his town of Pravarapura, now known as Srinagar, attracts attention and praise for its beauty.




  The Bees And The Goddess


  There was once a youth who lost all his money and fell on hard days. 'How will I support myself?' he thought, despondently. 'If my luck does not turn yet, I must end my life.'



  He cast about in his mind for a plan but could think of nothing. At long last, however, he remembered hearing that the goddess Bhramaravasini, who lived on the Vindhya mountain, was ever willing to grant a boon to her devotees.



  "I will go and seek her," he decided. "I will ask her to restore my fortunes."



  Afraid that his friends would mock him, he told no one of his plans. He could not set out immediately on his quest, however, for elaborate preparations were to be made. The abode of the goddess was supposed to be protected by huge bees whose stings could penetrate the thickest skin, down to the bone.



  "I will cover my body with strong armour," the youth said to himself. 'The bees cannot then harm me at all."



  At long last, he set out on his quest looking like a moving clod of earth. He had first covered his body with a metal armour and then with a buffalo's hide. Over this he had applied a plaster of clay mixed with cowdung. As he moved along, the fierce rays of the sun dried the several layers of clay on his body. Since he had chosen the very early hours of the morning for his journey, no one saw him and he proceeded on his way, undisturbed. He did not feel the slightest tremor of fear.



  'Nothing can harm me now,' he thought confidently. 'Fortune favours me. I will soon be happy again.'



  The first part of his journey was very easy. The path was smooth and he found himself enjoying the scent of the flowers and the twittering of the birds in the trees. He walked slowly for his body, in the unusual armour, felt very heavy.



  After some hours, the path suddenly ended in the mouth of a cave. The youth stopped, feeling slightly uneasy for the first time. Then the thought of the boon awaiting him gave him courage and he stepped forward.



  As he neared the cave, he heard a faint buzzing. It grew louder and louder and finally, when he plunged into the cave, the sound was deafening. At first the darkness was so terrifying that he stood still. Then, as his eyes grew accustomed to it, he saw swarms of bees coming towards him. He quailed for a moment, but he thought about his armour and walked on bravely. The bees fell on him but he did not feel a thing. Clouds of dust arose from the dry coat of clay as they stung it repeatedly.



  The bees are blinded by the dust,' he thought, triumphantly. 'Now they will fly off and not trouble me.'



  However, fresh swarms of bees, droning and buzzing in anger, fell on him again and again, braving the dust and trying to pierce the clay. The youth went on for three yojanas when suddenly, he heard a fearful crackling noise.



  The bees are striking at the buffalo's hide,' he thought, in dismay. They have destroyed the coat of clay. I must reach the goddess before all my armour falls off!'



  The bees kept attacking the buffalo hide, trying to pierce away through it. Their buzzing grew louder and louder, and the cave echoed with it on all sides. Not long after, the youth heard a rattling sound and knew that the bees were falling upon the metal armour.



  The buffalo's hide is destroyed,' he thought, apprehensively. 'These bees are terrible! They are determined to kill me before I reach the goddess.'



  As he quickened his pace, the bees kept up with him. The rattling sound went on but by now, the youth had started running. Spurred on by fear and determination, he ran with all his might. A short while later, he heard a clang and felt an excruciating pain. The metal armour had fallen off and the bees were now attacking him. At the same time, he noticed, by the light, that the cave had reached its end and the abode of the goddess lay right ahead.



  "Help me, 0, goddess!" he cried. "Save me from these bees!"



  Shaking off the insects with his arms and protecting his eyes with his hands, he ran faster than ever. He felt painful stings all over his body as the bees attacked his flesh.



  At last, he emerged into the light and collapsed on the ground before a dim figure. The bees drew back into the cave but he was not aware of anything. He did not even know that the goddess, at whose feet he had fallen, was touching him with her hand, her face full of pity.



  When she had touched all his limbs, his senses came back to him and he sat up. To his utmost surprise and wonder, there was no trace of a sting on his body or of the unbearable pain he had last felt. "How is this?" he cried. "I am restored to life and strength!"



  Then his gaze rested upon the goddess before him and he fell silent. She was young and so beautiful that the youth was awed. He forgot his earlier resolve and sat there, just content to look upon her face.



  The goddess broke the silence at long last, and her voice was as golden and pure as her face. "You have suffered much," she said. "Now, having recovered, you shall choose a boon for yourself."



  The youth found his voice finally, and his intentions had wholly changed! "0, beautiful goddess," he blurted out. "I wish to marry you and no one else."



  "I cannot marry a mortal. So your wish shall be fulfilled in another birth."



  So saying she disappeared in a flash of light. The youth was left alone on the silent mountain. 'If I can marry her only in another birth, then let my life end now,' he thought.



  Soon he was found dead near a tree.



  Not long after, the Chola king, Ratisena, was standing by the ocean ready to worship it, when he saw a baby floating on the blue waters. "What is this?" he cried, amazed. "Rescue this child at once before it drowns."



  His attendants plunged into the water and brought the child to the king. He looked at its beautiful face and marvelled at the ways of fate. "As I do not have a child, you shall be my daughter, 0, beautiful one," he told the infant. "I shall call you Ranarambha."



  There was much rejoicing in the palace when the king returned with the lovely child. Soon she won a place in everyone's heart and especially that of the king, who never let her out of his sight.



  As years passed, Ranarambha grew in beauty and grace. The king knew instinctively that there was something divine in her that set her apart from her other companions. He loved her all the more for it. When news of her beauty spread, offers of marriage poured in from several kingdoms. The king refused them all. "I cannot give my precious daughter to an ordinary ruler," he said. "She is fit for a divine companion."



  One day the minister of king Ranaditya of Kashmir arrived with his king's offer. King Ratisena was about to refuse him when Ranarambha suddenly entered the court and begged to speak alone with her father. "Do not refuse this offer," she told him. "This suitor is the best."



  "It cannot be!" cried the astonished king. "He is like the others, not worthy of you at all!"



  "No," said the princess. "I have taken birth on this earth solely to marry him. I promised him this in his previous life. Listen and I will tell you the story."



  The astounded king did not utter a word while his daughter told him who she really was and the story of the determined youth, now reborn as the king of Kashmir. He immediately gave his consent to the marriage and soon Ranaditya set out joyfully for Ratisena's kingdom.



  When Ranaditya set eyes on the beautiful princess, he instantly remembered his previous life and the boon.



  "I have kept my word, for we are to be married at last," said Ranarambha and Ranaditya's eyes were filled with happy tears.




  A Cry For Justice


  There was once a Brahmin couple who lived in Kashmir. The man, a person of great learning, spent his time teaching several students. His wife watched over him like a protective lioness. The lack of a child had drawn them close.


  One day the Brahmin developed a sudden illness. He lay on his cot, his body burning with fever and eyes wide in pain. Shocked at this change in him, his wife fetched the physician. When she returned, her husband was gasping for breath, his body contorted in agony.


  "Speak to me," she begged in despair. "What has happened to you?"


  The Brahmin stared at her with near-sightless eyes. The physician examined him and the frown on his face deepened. The Brahmin shuddered and died.


  "He has passed away," said the physician. "It was too late for any remedy. I have never seen a death like this. I cannot think of a single cause for his ailment." He shook his head and left her staring down at her husband's body with a kind of calm despair.


  Word of the Brahmin's death soon spread and the humble abode thronged with friends and relatives who had come to mourn his death. Preparations were made for the funeral pyre while the Brahmin woman sat remote in a corner. While she was sitting thus, some friends informed her of a rumour they had heard.


  "Your husband was killed by witchcraft," said one.


  "And the culprit is a sorcerer who lives in Makshikasvamin. He was always jealous of your husband and hated him," said another.


  A red colour suffused the woman's cheeks. "How are you sure of this?" she asked.


  "This is what everyone is saying," they replied.


  The widowed woman rose to her feet, her eyes smouldering with rage. "Then I will not rest till I see justice done," she said.


  "But," began the others, "there is no proof. How will..."


  "God will help me," she interrupted, fiercely. "God will help me. He will give me proof." She approached the mourners.


  "I will not join my husband on the pyre," she said firmly. "I will punish the murderer and only then will I burn myself."


  The following day, the resolute woman went to the palace. She was stopped at the gates by the guards. "The king is busy," they said. "He has no time for petty problems."


  "Then I will wait till you let me in," she retorted and sat down at some distance from the gates. The hours passed; she did not move.


  As twilight approached, the guards grew uneasy. "She has not eaten all day," said one.


  "Let her sit there," said another, "she will soon tire of this."


  Some friends came in search of the woman, who firmly refused to return home. "I will fast to death here," she


  said. "If God does not grant me justice, I will join my husband in this way."


  On the third day of her fast, some officials took her in to see the king. She bowed before king Chandrapida's imposing figure, unmindful of the rich and magnificent surroundings.


  "Why are you starving thus?" the king asked. "Tell me your story."


  "Alas!" she lamented, "someone has treacherously murdered my husband! Is this not a humiliation to you that a peaceful subject should die an untimely death, O, just king?"


  When the king heard the tragic story, he was moved by compassion. The sorcerer was summoned to court.


  When the anguished woman set eyes on his sly face, she could barely contain her rage.


  "Confess your crime," ordered the king sternly. "You have murdered this woman's husband."


  "You are accusing me unjustly, my lord," retorted the sorcerer. "If I have murdered someone, there should be a proof."


  The king's face grew pale in confusion. Dismissing him, he turned to the woman. "What shall we do to a man whose guilt cannot be proven? I cannot punish him. I am helpless."


  "Then I will seek death by starvation," she said, her eyes flashing in anger. She left the court and the king was racked with anxiety and sorrow.


  "I have failed in my duty as a king," he said, "so I too will starve to death." He brushed aside the protests of the queens and the ministers. "My subjects are unsafe in my realm," he continued, "on account of me this good woman suffers."


  However, on the third night of his fast, Lord Vishnu addressed him in a dream, "Chandrapida, I am pleased with your concern and shall fulfil your aim. This is what you must do. Sprinkle some rice-flour in the courtyard of my temple and, at night, the sorcerer should be asked to circumambulate the shrine thrice. When he has done so and if there are footprints seen behind his own, then he is the murderer."


  The king woke with a start and immediately ordered his officials to spread rice-flour in the temple courtyard. The grieving woman was hastily called. The sorcerer, who had been detained in the palace, was summoned too and stood there, sullen and uneasy.


  "Now," cried the king, "walk around the shrine thrice."


  The sorcerer began his reluctant walk on the rice-flour. The king watched with bated breath. When he had completed his third round, the king went forward to inspect the ground. And there, behind the sorcerer's footprints, were a smaller and clearly-marked set of footprints. The king uttered a triumphant cry and turned to the culprit.


  "Wretch! Vile murderer! The gods have proclaimed your guilt. You have murdered a good man and will suffer the torments of hell."


  The sorcerer was led away, indignant and bemused at being caught so easily. The king approached the Brahmin woman to whom the entire scene had appeared like a dream. "Forgive me for this delay," he said. "Abandon your fast now and go home."


  "What home do I have without my husband?" she said, tears filling her eyes. "But you have helped me avenge his death. As long as you rule over this land, 0, king, justice will ever reign."


  And so, a cry for justice was answered.


   




  The God's Favourite


  Once there was a king called Lalitaditya who, in the eyes of his court, appeared to have almost magical abilities. There was no battle that he did not win, there was no land that he did not conquer, and there was no king who did not bow down before him. He built great temples, hrines and palaces wherever he went to proclaim his victories.


  One day, while on an expedition to the eastern ocean, Lalitaditya ordered his army to camp on the shore. He summoned his attendant. "Bring me some kapittha fruits (wood-apples)."


  A bewildered look crossed the attendant's face. He bowed and went away, only to return in a few minutes. "Forgive me, my lord, but do you desire kapittha fruits and not any other?"


  Lalitaditya raised his brows in annoyance. "Yes, I said kapittha fruits. Go now and bring me some. I am eager to taste its sweetness."


  The attendant joined by the others, stood in a perplexed fashion before him. "Kapittha fruits do not grow here," murmured one to another. "Does not the king know that?"


  Just then a stranger appeared, dressed in beautiful clothes and bearing a dish of the desired fruit. The king's doorkeeper stepped forward and received the dish from him.


  "Who are you?" asked Lalitaditya. "Who is your master?"


  "I serve the great Indra, the chief of the gods," replied the stranger. "I am the keeper of the Nandana garden. He has sent these fruits for you, O, king, and a message which I am to deliver in private."


  The king dismissed the others and the stranger spoke. "0, king, this is the message of Indra. These words may be rude but they are appropriate. So please forgive."


  The king nodded. "What does the great Indra say?"


  "He told me to remind you of your previous birth."


  The king frowned in an effort to remember. "I do not recall anything," he said. "Please tell me all."


  "In your previous birth, you were the ploughman of a rich village householder," said the messenger. "Once in the hot season at the end of the day, you were thirsty and tired after driving your oxen. At that time, someone came from your master's house with a jug of water and a loaf for you. You washed your hands and feet and were about to eat when a wandering Brahmin came up, on the point of collapse. He said, 'Do not eat. I have been starved by severe famine and I will die unless I get food.'"


  "What did I do then?" asked Lalitaditya, deeply engrossed in the story.


  The messenger smiled. "You felt pity and compassion for the suffering Brahmin. You offered half the loaf and the jug of water to him with comforting words. This gift, which you made so cheerfully, has secured a hundred wishes for you in heaven. Since you gifted water, streams appear at your mere wish now on desert tracks."


  The king felt overwhelmed at this.


  "However," continued the messenger, "Indra says there are very few wishes left over since you have carelessly wasted your commands. How, for instance, can kapittha fruits be found in the cold season on the eastern ocean? Yet, since you asked for them, Indra, the guardian of the eastern quarter, has somehow fulfilled your wish. Pay heed. You should not give out orders without serious thought. Do not squander your remaining wishes."


  The messenger then bowed and disappeared. The king, amazed at these revelations, fell back to thinking over the great power of a gift. He was filled with gratitude towards Indra and resolved to be careful with his commands in future.


  Soon after, while on an expedition, Lalitaditya's army was stopped in its march by a man who suddenly appeared and threw himself before the royal elephant.


  "Who is he?" exclaimed Lalitaditya. "Raise him."


  When the man was helped to his feet, Lalitaditya saw with horror that his hands, nose and other limbs had been cut, and blood was streaming from these wounds.


  "Sire, protect me!" cried the man.


  The king was moved to pity.


  "Who are you, good man?" he asked. "Who is responsible for your wounds?"


  "I am the minister of the king who rules near the ocean of sand," replied the other. "I knew you were coming this way and I advised him to submit to you. At this, the king was so enraged that he punished me this way."


  "The wretch!" cried Lalitaditya. "I will punish your master Meanwhile, your wounds will be attended to."


  The physicians came forward to examine the injured man. When this was done, Lalitaditya resumed the march.


  "0, king, I am grateful to you for your consideration," said the injured minister. "I am thirsty for revenge too. Yet the route you are taking is too long and it will take three months to reach my land. I will show you a route that can be traversed in a fortnight only. Then you can easily capture my king and all his attendants."


  Thus, Lalitaditya and his army plunged into the ocean of sand. They marched through the desert stretches for many a day, braving the intense heat. When a fortnight passed, their water supplies were exhausted.


  "How far do we have to go?" asked the king.


  "A day or two more and we will reach our destination," answered the minister.


  "If so, we will march on," said the king and the weary soldiers advanced, trying to ignore their thirst.


  Two days later, the king gave orders to halt.


  "My soldiers are exhausted by thirst," he said. 'They will die if we go on like this. How much of the way remains?"


  The minister responded with a wicked laugh. "0, you, who wish to be a conqueror! Do you want to know how much of the way remains to the enemy's land or to the kingdom of Yama?"


  The king's brows darkened in anger. "What is this you say?" he thundered.


  "O, king," answered the minister, "I was acting for my lord's advantage. I wounded myself and cunningly brought you to the point of death. You will not find water in this desert. Who will protect you now?"


  He laughed again and the soldiers cried out in terror. "We will die!" they lamented. "Alas! This man has deceived us. We cannot survive without water."


  The king turned to face the frightened soldiers and raised his hand. They stopped shouting and stared at him with piteous eyes.


  "O, minister," said the king, "we are pleased with what you have done in the service of your master. Today, I will make you regret your sacrifice. It was futile. You do not know whom you are opposing, you fool. Look! At my mere order, the earth will produce water now."


  The king then hit the ground with his lance. At once, a stream of water gushed forth. The soldiers cried out in amazement and relief and ran towards the stream. The minister quaked in terror.


  "Lead the way into your master's city," roared the king.


  Not daring to disobey, the foiled minister brought the army to his land and Lalitaditya entered the city in triumph.


  He punished the deceitful ruler and added the kingdom to his own.


  In this way, Lalitaditya became a world conqueror. And when he died at long last, most say that he walked up to the land of the immortals where he rightly belonged.




  The King With A Charmed Life—I


  A city was once terrorized by a man-eating lion. Citizens stayed indoors after dusk, yet the toll of men, elephants and horses mounted steadily. Everyone was in the grip of fear. Then one morning, the lion was discovered dead with a bracelet between its teeth.


  "It bears the name of Jayapida," reported a soldier to king Jayanta.


  "Jayapida?" exclaimed Jayanta. "But he is the exiled ruler of Kashmir. His brother-in-law, Jajja, has usurped the throne. Find him and bring him at once to me. I will marry off my daughter to him." Jayapita was duly discovered by Jayanta's spies and brought before the king.


  "Welcome, 0, mighty king," said Jayanta. "You have honoured us by your presence. And you have rid us of a fearsome menace."


  "I heard about the lion," smiled Jayapida, his noble bearing and dignified air commanding the respect of all present. "I thought it my duty to kill it. I will help you defeat the traitor, Jajja, as easily," promised Jayanta.


  Thus, after marrying Jayanta's daughter, Kalyanadevi, Jayapida entered Kashmir with a huge force and defeated Jajja. For a while, he was content to rule quietly, but he gradually grew restless for conquering other lands. So he marched to the eastern region where, one night he and his soldiers, disguised as ascetics, silently entered the fortress of its king, Bhimasena. As they looked about them, a stranger brushed past the king and stared into his face. Jayapida recognized him to be Siddha, the brother of Jajja. He immediately looked about for a means of escape, but by then Siddha had run to the king and denounced him, and Jayapida was thrown into prison.


  For a while he languished there, considering various plans of escape. One day he noticed that the usual guard was missing. "Where has he gone?" he asked the other guards.


  "He has died of the dreaded luta (skin) disease," they replied, "it has spread all over the land."


  On hearing this, the clever captive managed by degrees to produce boils on his body by eating certain dishes.


  Some days later, the guards cried out in horror at the sight of him. "He has got the luta disease. We must inform the king."


  Bhimasena, alarmed, ordered the guards to remove him from the land. Having escaped, Jayapida found it an easy task to capture the fortress and destroy Bhimasena's glory.


  "I am emboldened by success," he informed his ministers. "Let us now attack king Aramudi of Nepal."


  Thus, with great enthusiasm, Jayapida marched into Nepal. However, to his surprise, Aramudi did not confront him but kept retreating with his army to greater distances.


  "We. will pursue him like the eagle pursues the dove," declared Jayapida. He drove his soldiers on. At long last, the two armies came face to face across a river.


  When Jayapida saw Aramudi's force, he shouted in triumph and plunged into the river. "Follow me!" he cried to his soldiers. "We will wade through this knee-deep water and defeat him." However, when the king reached midstream, the river swelled because of an incoming tide and, to his horror, his men, elephants and horses were swept away. Their piteous cries echoed in his ears as he too struggled against the water's might, his clothes torn off by the swirling waves. Just then, several of Aramudi's men dragged him out of the river onto the bank.


  Aramudi laughed to see his dripping opponent. "Put him in that stone castle yonder," he ordered. "It is strong and high and he cannot hope to escape from there."


  'Alas!' thought the hapless Jayapida. 'What will I do now?'


  Cast into prison, Jayapida remained in a state of sadness and despair. 'The river is so close,' he thought, 'and yet I cannot escape. If I jump from this height, I will surely drown.'


  As days passed, his hopes receded. Then one day, 'to his surprise, he was visited by his minister, Devasharman. "Leave us alone," said Devasharman to the guards. "I wish to speak privately with the prisoner."


  When they were alone, he embraced the king with tears in his eyes. "Alas! that you, a great king, should suffer like this!"


  "How are you here?" asked the bewildered Jayapida. "Aramudi will..."


  "Listen carefully, O, king," interrupted Devasharman, speaking in a low tone. "I have duped Aramudi into believing that I will deliver Kashmir and all your treasures to him. Your army awaits you in hiding on the opposite bank."


  "How has he allowed you to see me?" asked the king.


  "I told him that the place of the treasure is known to you alone," smiled the minister, "and that I would fool you into thinking you would be freed by payment."


  "How do 1 escape?" broke in the king. "I am unarmed and helpless."


  "Yet you retain your strength," said Devasharman. "Can you jump into the river from this window and cross over to your army?"


  "How could I do that without an inflated skin?" objected Jayapida. "If I dropped into the river from this height, I could not rise without it."


  "I have a plan, O, king," said Devasharman. "Go out and wait for some time. Then return alone and you will see here a device for crossing the water. Use it without hesitation."


  "Accordingly, the king stepped outside and somehow managed to delay returning for a while. When he re-entered the room, he saw Devasharman lying dead on the ground.


  On his dress he had written the following words: "Mount me and cross the river after securing yourself with cloth."


  Torn between shock and grief, the king forced himself to follow Devasharman's plan. Tied to the body, he jumped into the river and reached the opposite bank, Then he immediately invaded Nepal with his army and destroyed it with its ruler. While his captors were unaware of his escape, he had turned the kingdom into a thing of the past.


  "The king is blessed by the gods!" exclaimed the people of Kashmir. "He has wondrous escapes from death time and again. He indeed leads a charmed life."


  They accompanied the triumphant king back to his palace and there was much rejoicing in the city at the return of the beloved ruler.




  The King With A Charmed Life—II


  Jayapida, flushed with his successes in Nepal and the East, and the loud praises of his subjects, soon allowed himself to become arrogant.


  "I am invincible," he said to himself. 'There is no ruler alive who dares to oppose me. I am the most successful of all the rulers of Kashmir."


  His attitude made no difference to the people for they had food and drink in plenty. They knew they were being ruled by a strong hand. Jayapida would often travel around his king-dom, drinking in the praises of the people and lauding himself for the prosperous state of affairs.


  One night, the king had a strange dream. He was addressed by a person of divine appearance who stood before him with hands folded in supplication. "0, king," he said. "I am the naga prince, Mahapadma, who lives in your dominion along with my relatives. I ask now for your protection. A certain sorcerer wishes to take me away from here and sell me for money in an arid land. He knows I have the power to bring water there. If you protect me from him, I shall show you a mountain that has gold ore in your land."


  The king woke with a start and immediately despatched spies in all directions to find the sorcerer.


  'I must find out the truth of this dream,' he thought.


  After a long search, the spies found the sorcerer and brought him to the king.


  "Do not punish me, 0, lord," begged the man. "I have done no wrong."


  "You are safe," replied Jayapida. "But tell me, do you desire to take the naga away from the lake?" When the other nodded, he went on in a perplexed tone, "How can you drag out the powerful naga from the bottom of that huge lake?"


  The sorcerer said, "I will do it by the power of magic. Come with me, O, king, and you shall see it."


  The king, eager to test the sorcerer's powers, went with him to the lake. The waters were heavy and turbulent, but the sorcerer stepped forward confidently and muttered something.


  "What are you saying?" asked the king.


  "I am reciting a magic formula to close all the quarters," replied the other. "Then the naga cannot escape. I will make the lake dry."


  So saying, he uttered some spells and discharged several arrows into the water. To the king's surprise, the lake immediately dried up and there in the mud was a long human-faced snake, together with several smaller snakes. The king was transfixed at the sight. The sorcerer said. "I will take this naga now as he is reduced by the spell."


  The king suddenly recalled his dream and held up his hand. "No," he said. "You must not take him. Withdraw your magic spell and bring back the water to the lake."


  The sorcerer, though disgruntled, did not dare disobey the king. The snakes were soon lost to sight under the gushing waters and the others returned to the palace. The king gave money to the sorcerer and sent him away.


  "When will the naga show me the mountain with the gold mine?" he wondered impatiently. "Have I not protected him as he desired?"


  That night the naga came to the king in a dream. His eyes flashed in anger and he spoke sharply. "For what favour should the gold-producing mountain be shown to you, O, king? I came to you for protection from fear of dishonour. You allowed the sorcerer to expose me and my people in a callous way. What will my womenfolk and my other subjects think of me now when I could not protect them from humiliation? However, kings are always arrogant and blinded by power. What else could I expect? Since you did not let the sorcerer take me away, I will show you a mountain of copper ore."


  He then gave the king some directions, and when the latter woke and followed them carefully, he found the mountain with a copper mine. He did not trouble his mind about the naga's reproaches, or consider himself to be blamed in any way. His greed had risen to new heights on finding the ore, for now he could strike crores of coins in his name. And that was more important to him than anything else.


  It was at this point that the officials conferred among themselves. "It will not be long before the king embarks on another campaign," said one. "His greed is growing by the day. We are all tired of this. Let us dissuade him from any such plan."


  "Yes, we should show him other ways of getting riches," they agreed.


  One day, the officials approached Jayapida. "What is the use of undergoing the hardships of conquest?" they said. "Riches may be got from your own land—from the harvest, from the property, from the people."


  "The king, once like a god, has now become a demon," complained the people. "He keeps the harvest for himself, he favours corrupt officials and his only aim is to torture us. We are trapped in his clutches. Who will deliver us?"


  One day, a group of enraged Brahmins approached the king in the court. "We have been humiliated by your doorkeepers," they said. "It is your duty to protect your people. If you humiliate us thus, we will destroy you in a single moment."


  Jayapida frowned in anger. "You, Brahmins, live on beggars' crumbs and you speak arrogantly of your power—like the rishis (sage) of yore?" he said.


  Some of them were silenced by this display of anger by the king, but one Brahmin, Ittila, stepped forward. "O, king, we are by no means rishis he began, quietly.


  "Who are you then?" mocked the king.


  Ittila's eyes reddened with anger. "Beware!" he said. "I can be as terrible as Vishvamitra, O, king."


  The king laughed. "Is that so? Then what is to happen on account of your wrath?"


  Ittila struck the ground in fury. "Why should not my wrath cause a staff to fall upon you?" he cried.


  The king laughed again. 'Then let it fall!" he exclaimed. "Why does it delay for even a moment?"


  "Well, surely here it falls, you wretch!" cried Ittila.


  There was a creaking sound and a golden pole broke off from the canopy above the king and struck his limbs. Jayapida cried out at the searing pain while the physicians rushed forward to examine the wound.


  As days passed, the wound did not heal but infected his entire body. When he died at last in pain, the people shook their heads in grief. "Alas! That a great ruler should come to such an inglorious end because of his arrogance!"


  The king who so far led a charmed life, died of a wound inflicted by a mere staff.


   




  How Floods Were Banished From Kashmir


  


  There was once a low-caste woman, Suyyaa, who lived near the palace of the king of Kashmir. She earned her living by sweeping the roads near the palace and took great pride in her work. One day, as she was sweeping a heap of dust on the street, she saw a gleaming earthen vessel.


  "It is covered," she murmured, fingering the lid. "I wonder what is inside." She looked up and down the road, but no one was in sight. 'Perhaps it is money,' she thought. 'There is no harm in looking inside. After all, the vessel has been discarded by someone.'


  Thus, overcoming her qualms, she raised the cover and peered in. To her surprise and confusion, a newborn baby looked back at her. Its eyes were big and beautiful and it seemed in no way discomfited by its awkward position.


  "Who has abandoned this lovely boy?" muttered Suyyaa angrily. "The child could have died in the vessel had I not found it." Compassion welled in her heart. "I cannot leave this infant here," she said. "I will take him back with me." She picked up the vessel and carefully bore it to the house of a nurse whom she knew.


  Showing her friend the precious burden, she said, "I found him abandoned by the roadside. You must look after this child and bring him up to manhood."


  "You found him, Suyyaa," objected the nurse. "You should be the one to raise him. Why bring him to me?"


  "Because you are of a higher caste than I," said Suyyaa. "I am a mere chandala, whom no one will touch for fear of defilement. I do not want to spoil this child's future. So though my heart desires it, I cannot touch him. You are the only one I can trust to raise him well. Will you do this for me?'


  The nurse nodded and took the child from the vessel. "I will do as you say," she said. "But you will always be his real mother, and I shall tell him so."


  Suyyaa smiled, sudden tears springing in her eyes.


  "Let us call him Suyya after you," suggested the nurse. "It is a befitting name for him."


  Thus, little Suyya grew up in the house of the nurse. Suyyaa came to see him often and provided for him in every way, though she took care to maintain her distance from him.


  "Why I cannot hug you, mother?" Suyya would ask time and again, when he was old enough to reason.


  "It must be this way," said Suyyaa. "You should obey me on this always, my beloved son."


  As time went on, it became obvious to the two women that Suyya was extremely intelligent. He outshone youths of his age in wisdom and reasoning.


  "What a treasure he has turned out to be!" said the nurse to Suyyaa. "He is respected and loved by all. Suyya is destined for greatness."


  "You speak rightly," smiled Suyyaa. "He will do great things for this land. Such intelligence can never go waste."


  When Suyya was old enough to earn his living, he became a teacher of small boys in the house of a rich man. Even so, he maintained the company of wise men and showed such a brilliant intellect in arguments that all sensible persons wished to befriend him.


  One day Suyya and his friends were discussing the floods that regularly ravaged the land of Kashmir. "The waters of the Mahapadma lake are drained time and again," lamented one of his companions. "Yet it floods with such regularity. The river Vitasta that starts from it is turbulent and submerges all the villages on its banks. Yet what can be done? There are so many obstructions and constrictions in its course that it is forced to spill over its banks."


  "It is true," agreed another friend. "King Avantivarman is at his wit's end. This problem plagues every ruler and the people. Nothing can be done about it."


  "I have got the knowledge for preventing it," said Suyya. "I can control the waters of the Mahapadma and the Vitasta. I cannot do anything without the means."


  The others exclaimed in surprise. "What do you mean?" they cried. "Surely you jest, Suyya!"


  "No," said Suyya. "I am earnest."


  The others changed the conversation thinking Suyya to be mad. Thereafter, whenever the topic was raised, the same was Suyya's stock reply.


  At last Suyya's words reached the ears of the king. "Call him to the court," he ordered. "I want to know what he means by his words."


  Accordingly, Suyya was brought before the king. "You claim to know how to prevent floods in the rivers," said Avantivarman. "Is that so?"


  "Yes, it is, my lord," answered Suyya, bravely. "I need the means for it."


  His intelligent face instilled confidence in the king. 'Then prove it," Avantivarman said. "I will place my treasury at your disposal. Take whatever you need for the task."


  "Sire, he is mad!" exclaimed the ministers, when Suyya had left. "How can you trust him to do as he says? The wisest of men have failed in this task."


  "I am anxious to test his knowledge," replied the king. "Let us wait and see."


  Meanwhile, Suyya took many pots of coins from the royal treasury and, hiring a boat, set out for Madavarajya, near which many villages had been submerged by the floodwaters. When he neared a village called Nandaka, he ordered the boatman to stop. Then, to the bewilderment of the councillors who had accompanied him, he emptied an entire pot of coins into the waters. The astonished villagers promptly jumped into the water in search of the coins.


  "He is mad!" whispered the angry councillors. "He has destroyed the king's good money. This must be stopped."


  They duly informed the king of his mistake on their return. However, to their chagrin, the king's interest in Suyya grew.


  "He must have a purpose in this," declared Avantivarman. "Do not be so quick to judge him."


  Meanwhile, Suyya had reached the locality of Kramarajya. Before the site of a submerged village he threw huge handfuls of coins into the water. "You will be executed for this!" cried a furious minister. "Are you out of your senses? You will ruin the king."


  Suyya, absorbed in the reaction of the villagers, paid no heed to their protests. Oppressed by floods and famine, the villagers, who observed Suyya's act, dived into the swollen waters, as at Nandana, searching for the coins. In their determination and desperation they pulled out all the rocks from the waters.


  'They are clearing the bed of the river Vitasta,' thought Suyya in satisfaction. 'This is just what I wanted.'


  When this had gone on for two days, he ordered the workmen to build a stone dam on the river at a specified place. The now-regulated waters of the river set off from the ocean without any obstruction. The waters of the turbulent Mahapadma lake were dammed in. The submerged villages were raised from the encircling waters and the people rejoiced at this.


  Having accomplished all these tasks, Suyya went before the king. "I have done as I promised," he said. "Trained by me, the Vitasta will now start on her way straight from the Mahapadma lake like an arrow from a bow. By throwing money in the waters, I got the villagers to clear the riverbed of rocks and other obstructions. So there are no more obstacles in the river that earlier led to flooding the banks."


  Avantivarman rose joyfully from his throne. "You are a great man, Suyya!" he said "I will give you all the wealth and honour you deserve."


  Soon after, Suyya built a town in his name—Suyyapura—with the king's permission, which stands to this day. Then he went before the king. "I wish to make a village called Suyyaakundala and a dyke called Suyyaasetu, 0, lord," he said.


  "Why is that so?" smiled the king. "Who are you honouring?"


  "The woman who loved me enough to let me live," answered Suyya. "My mother, Suyyaa."




  The Cruel Grandmother


  


  The land of Kashmir was mourning the death of king Kshemagupta. As his wives gathered around the pyre, one of them hesitated. The minister Naravahana stepped forward. "I know what is in your mind, 0, queen," he said. "Your son, Abhimanyu, is a mere child. Do not leave him at the mercy of power-seekers."


  Queen Didda frowned, shifting her weight from her crippled foot. 'Then I will be my son's guardian," she said. "I will not burn myself like the others."


  So Abhimanyu became the king of Kashmir with queen Didda as his guardian. That night she gazed upon her son with affection. "Such tender years and yet you bear a crown," she murmured.


  "One day I will grow big and wage wars like other kings," said Abhimanyu proudly.


  "Yes, my son. And till that time, I will watch over you. You need not fear anything or anyone."


  Meanwhile, Mahiman and Patala, two of Kshemagupta's nephews, were plotting treason in the palace. "We have had our eye on the throne for long," said Patala. "It is time to set our plans in action."


  "Imagine a woman and a child at the helm of affairs! We will surely win," agreed Mahiman. "You and I will rule the land."


  The brothers lost no time in raising an army of rebels. Some days later, when Didda and Abhimanyu were at the temple of Padmasvamin, they heard the clatter of horses and marching feet.


  "Quick, Naravahana," said Didda, turning to the faithful minister. "There is trouble afoot. Take Abhimanyu to the Shuramatha. He will be safe there."


  The queen and her escort beat a hasty retreat while the voices outside swelled to a roar and the enemies' weapons glittered in the sunlight. "Who opposes me?" Didda asked her ministers.


  "Mahiman, Patala and a league of Brahmins, O, queen," they said.


  "Bring the Brahmins to me," she ordered. The emissaries rushed to do her bidding and she was soon faced with a group of hostile, sullen men. "Are you angered by me or by your poverty?" she asked. When they remained silent she continued, "I will give you gold beyond your dreams. In return, you must call off your challenge."


  The greedy Brahmin were bought off easily and the enemy dispersed. Mahiman was found dead the same day.


  "The queen has killed him," said some. "No one thought her capable of stepping over a footprint, yet she has got over the ocean of her enemies as easily as Hanuman crossed the ocean."


  Back from his refuge, Abhimanyu questioned his mother. "Will this happen again?"


  "No,' smiled Didda. "You and I are the undisputed rulers of this land."


  As time passed and Abhimanyu grew older, he was increasingly absorbed in his learning and never troubled his mind about court intrigues. 'My mother is good to me,' he thought. 'She is worried night and day about my welfare.'


  Some years later, Abhimanyu was married. Soon after, the faithful Naravahana killed himself. This was a shock to Abhimanyu for whom Naravahana had been a father figure.


  "I feel so helpless now," he told his wife.


  Abhimanyu's wife hesitated. She was more aware of the court happenings than her husband. "Forgive me, my lord, for speaking so plainly," she said at last, "but many say that Naravahana killed himself because he could not bear queen-mother's cruelly."


  "What is that you say?" cried Abhimanyu. "I do not understand."


  "My lord, you know that your mother is anxious for your welfare. She has, therefore, murdered and destroyed all those who pose a threat to you. It is this wanton killing that upset Naravahana."


  Shocked beyond measure, Abhimanyu confronted his mother. "Is it true that you have been killing people?" he asked. "Why should you do so when there have been no open threats?"


  "If there have been no threats, it is because of me," retorted Didda. "My poor son, do not trouble yourself with matters of state. I am the one to deal with them, not you."


  Abhimanyu was amazed at the ruthless glint in his mother's eye. He walked away, hurt and confused. For many days he brooded and worried till he fell ill. The physician was sent for but it was quite apparent that the young king had lost his will to live.


  "My beloved son," whispered Didda, stroking the fevered brow of her dying son, "how else could I have protected you? Whatever I did was out of my love for you."


  Abhimanyu died soon after and when Didda saw his body, something broke within her. Sorrow welled up in her heart like an angry ocean. 'He has taken a part of me with him,' she thought. 'I will waste no more time on love.'


  Abhimanyu's son, Nandigupta, was crowned the next king.


  "He is but an infant," Didda told her ministers. "I will continue to be the regent-guardian." All those assembled in court bowed their heads. They had once scorned Didda for being a woman, but she had shown them how strong and ruthless she could be. None dared to oppose her now.


  For a while, Didda busied herself in building temples and shrines in her son's and Kshemagupta's name.


  Then one day, Nandigupta fell ill and died. The officials discussed this sudden death among themselves. "What could have happened?" exclaimed one. "He was in good health till now."


  "The royal physician is confused too," said another. Then he hesitated. "Could the queen-mother have a hand in this? The sorcerer was with her yesterday."


  They fell silent, each suspecting the awful truth. Didda's second grandson, Tribhuvana, was put on the throne. While the king played his childish games, Didda spent her time coldly assessing the kingdom's affairs.


  "She has no affection for her own grandchild," commented a palace guard. "She ignores his presence. Would she not love her own flesh and blood?"


  "She loved his father," said another. "His death has made her very bitter."


  At the end of two years, Tribhuvana suffered the same fate as Nandigupta. This time the ministers openly suspected Didda's involvement, but dared not confront her. Bhimagupta, her last grandson, was made the next king.


  "Alas! The mother of the king weeps day and night," commented her maid. 'Two of her children have died and now the third has been put on that path of death which bears the name 'throne'. She is helpless. What can she do?"


  When three years passed and Bhimagupta remained on the throne, the people heaved a sigh of relief. "Perhaps queen Didda is repenting her evil ways," they said. "As she grows older, she is turning to God."


  There were others who disagreed. "The queen cannot change her nature now," they insisted. "This is a mere respite for the king."


  Meanwhile, as Bhimagupta grew older, he became aware of the happenings at court and the affairs of the kingdom. One day he overheard a conversation between two ministers. "She has poisoned Bhuyya, the city-prefect," said one. "What a shame!"


  "How did Bhuyya fall out of favour with queen Didda?" asked the other.


  "You have been away for some time, so you do not know. The queen has openly favoured a worthless letter-carrier, Tunga in court. Bhuyya objected to this and the queen has silenced him."


  Bhimagupta drew back in horror. Then he approached his grandmother in her chambers. "What is this I hear?" he began abruptly. "You are raising low men to high posts. This will not benefit the kingdom."


  Didda looked at him for a while with an expressionless face. "So you are gaining in wisdom," she said at last. "And you want to challenge my ways?"


  'They say you poisoned Bhuyya," said Bhimagupta recklessly. "So those rumours of my brothers' deaths were true! How can you turn against your own?"


  "Silence!" said Didda rising slowly to her feet, her fists clenched in anger. In the semi-darkness of the room, her face looked menacing. Bhimagupta stepped back involuntarily and fell into the arms of a waiting guard. "I have waited far too long," she said. "Put him in prison."


  The city rang the following day with news of the latest developments. 'There is no doubt now," said the people. "She has killed her other grandsons and means to murder this one as well."


  Bhimagupta was tortured to death in prison. When she received the news in court, Didda faced the others.


  "I will be your ruler now," she said firmly. "None are left of my family to wield power."


  Thus, Didda ascended the throne of Kashmir. To the people's surprise, she proved to be a very able and competent ruler. The reign of this cruel grandmother, ironically, was one of peace in the land. When she died after several years, her nephew, as desired by her, became the next king.


  "It is said that queen Didda wore a smile in death," said an onlooker in court.


  "That is not strange," replied another. "She smiles because she is reconciled with her son Abhimanyu at last."


   




  The Escape


  


  It was a time of rejoicing in Kashmir for a hated king had been overthrown.


  "We are well rid of king Harsha," remarked one of the citizens, gathered outside the palace. "He was mean and vicious, and unfit for the throne."


  "He has fled to the outskirts of the city," said another. "His son, prince Bhoja, has disappeared. They are searching for him."


  All eyes turned now to king Uccala's triumphant entry into the palace. As he rode by on his horse—gray with the dust of battle yet magnificent in his strength—the people shouted words of praise and approval.


  "He deserves to be king," remarked an old man. "His father was murdered by Harsha and his mother burnt herself in grief. This is indeed god's justice at work."


  Uccala sat on the jewelled throne, his wife, Jayamati, by his side.


  "Half the throne is yours," he told her, "you have always been my support."


  A group of excited soldiers made their way into the court. "Sire," said their commander, "king Harsha is dead. He had taken refuge in a mendicant's hut in the forest. The spies found him and he was killed in a fight."


  "And what of Bhoja, his son?" frowned king Uccala. "He cannot have ridden far."


  "We will find him, Sire, before the night is out," said the commander.


  Dismissing the soldiers, Uccala turned to Jayamati. "Perhaps Bhoja is dead," he said. "If so, then the last thorn from my side is gone. Harsha is dead and my parents are avenged. My brother, Sussala, is on my side. What more can I desire?"


  One of the ministers stepped forward. "Sire, we have just received news of Bhoja," he said. "He is dead. He was killed in an encounter with some soldiers not far from here."


  "Let us deal with the matters of policy then!" exclaimed the king. "The past is gone. It is the tomorrow we have to think of."


  Jayamati watched her husband discussing the affairs of the kingdom. "Who can know the ways of fate?" she mused. "Some time ago, the throne was a mere dream for him and now..." Her attention was arrested by some excited voices outside the chamber.


  "What is that commotion?" asked Uccala.


  In answer, the commander of his army entered with a child in his arms. "Who is that with you?" demanded Uccala.


  "Sire, he is the son of Prince Bhoja. He was found by the soldiers," replied the commander.


  The court fell silent. All eyes were on the small, pale figure that twisted and whimpered in the soldier's arms.


  "The son of Bhoja. The grandson of my enemy," said Uccala softly. "How strange that he alone survives!"


  Jayamati rose to her feet. "My lord," she began, but the chief minister cut her short.


  "Sire, destroy this lad," he said. "None should survive of this family. He is your enemy. Give him to me and I will deal with him."


  Uccala stared at the infant. "What is his name?" he asked.


  "Bhikshachara, Sire," answered the commander of the army.


  "Bhikshachara," murmured Uccala. "I have heard of this lad. He has been named 'beggar' to ensure his long life. He was the only one of three male children to survive." He turned to Jayamati. 'Take this child and look after him. I entrust him to your care."


  "My lord," protested the minister, "this is a mistake."


  The king raised his hand. "Let us not waste any time on this lad."


  Jayamati stepped forward and took the child in her arms. The boy took hold of her finger and then wailed aloud. 'He is hungry,' she thought, her beautiful eyes full of compassion as she gently soothed him. He was bathed, dressed and fed and, contented at last, fell asleep almost at once.


  'Poor child,' thought Jayamati, looking down at the sleeping infant. 'What does fate have in store for him?'


  Some years passed. Bhikshachara grew into a strong, young boy. He lived and played in the queen's quarters, but stayed away from the king whom he instinctively feared. Whenever he heard Uccala's booming voice or heard his firm step, he would hide till the danger had passed. He grew to love the queen and her gentle, loving ways. He was silent with her, as with the others, yet each was aware of this bond between them.


  Meanwhile, Uccala was faced with several rivals in the kingdom. He uncovered so many rebel plots that angry and insecure, he took to killing anyone who could pose a threat to him.


  One day he summoned Jayamati. "I have ordered the executioners to kill Bhikshachara tonight," he said. "He is my enemy like the rest of them."


  "My lord, he is a mere child," pleaded Jayamati, shocked and upset. "Spare his life. He is no threat to you. You have been advised wrongly."


  'This is my own decision!" shouted the king. "Bhikshachara deserves to die. Why should I protect him? Have you forgotten my father's brutal murder and my mother's death? I will treat this boy the same way."


  Jayamati, knowing it was futile to argue further, returned to her quarters agitatedly. Then she summoned her maid. "Go secretly to the house of Asamati," she said, "and ask her to come to me."


  The old woman nodded. Asamati, a relative of Bhikshachara's grandmother, was renowned for her intelligence. When she arrived, Jayamati drew her aside. "I know you are loyal to your family," she said, "and this is why I can entrust Bhikshachara to your care."


  Asamati nodded and listened attentively. She knew much of the situation in the court.


  "He is to die tonight," said Jayamati. "This is known to me and now to you alone. Hear my plan now. We must save the child's life."


  "I will do as you say," said Asamati. "But what about the king? Will he not suspect you?"


  "I will risk his anger," replied Jayamati with tears in her eyes. "I love Bhikshachara and it is not right to kill him thus. The king's love for power has blinded him."


  That night when the other palace occupants were asleep, the executioners came for the child. The chamber was darkened except for a lamp burning dimly in a comer. Jayamati rose when the men entered.


  "Wait," she said. "I have done your work for you. The child is dead. Throw the body into the river."


  The executioners lifted the body and took it away. Then Jayamati went swiftly to the adjoining chamber. Bhikshachara ran to her immediately and hugged her.


  "Go safely, my child," she murmured. "May god be with you


  \


  and guide your way." She motioned to the waiting Asamati. "Take him now. There is no time to lose."


  Seizing Bhikshachara's hand, Asamati walked through the silent corridors. Nobody saw the fugitives who were soon out of the palace and running through the night. The child panted and struggled to keep pace with the anxious Asamati. By morning, they had reached a river's bank. From then on, the boy stumbled through a confused haze of sea and road journeys.


  At last they arrived in the city of Malwa. Asamati made her way to the palace and went before king Naravarnan. The boy was dimly aware of his story being told and the curious eyes of the court officials on him. Then Asamati turned to him.


  "I must bid you farewell," she said. "I am leaving you here. He has agreed to look after you." She hugged the boy and thrust some gold coins in his hand. "May you be a king some day," she said.


  Meanwhile, the executioners had approached Uccala. "What is it?" he demanded. "Why do you hang your heads so? Did you not fulfil my order?"


  "Sire," said one worriedly, "the wrong child has been killed. We saw its face as we threw it in the water and it was not that of Bhikshachara."


  "What!" exclaimed the king in anger. "How did you make this mistake?"


  "Sire, the child was dead already. It was dark in the chamber and we did not doubt the queen's word."


  Uccala dismissed them and strode off, wrathfully, to the queen's quarters. She rose calmly when he entered. "What have you done?" he said, "You have let me down, your husband, your king. I will never trust you again."


  Jayamati's eyes filled with tears. "Forgive me, O, lord. I had no choice. I have lost your trust but in god's eyes, I have done no wrong."


  Many years later, Bhikshachara became the king of Kashmir by deposing Sussala, Uccala's brother, who had ascended the throne on the latter's death. The people welcomed him and the priests chanted songs of praise. As he made his way into the palace, his mind was full of his victory, his strength and perhaps, of the two women who had shaped his fate to this glorious end.




  The Coins In A Lakh


  There was once a man, Vijaya, who by dint of hard work and careful savings, accumulated a large sum of money.


  'Should I not keep aside some amount to face a difficulty?' he thought. Tes, I will do that. But who do I deposit it with?'


  After much pondering, he decided on a naga merchant, with whom he was acquainted. The naga was delighted at Vijaya's proposal.


  "You are a very wise man," he said. "One should always keep aside money for some unexpected trouble. How much do you wish to deposit with me?"


  "I will deposit a lakh of dinars (currency in coin) with you," said Vijaya.


  "A lakh? That is fine," replied the naga, pleased. "I will take good care of it. From time to time you can take small sums from me for spending."


  Vijaya was a simple man and was always taken in by a smile or a gesture. Besides, he was too relieved to notice the nasty gleam in the merchant's eye, or that the smile was not so much friendly. He returned to his house and joyfully told his wife about his plan.


  "But can he be trusted?" asked his wife, who being ever cautious and knowing her husband's simple nature, was inclined to be suspicious of all his schemes.


  "Of course, he is trustworthy!" exclaimed Vijaya. "He is well-known in the city and I have met him once or twice before. I have no doubts about him. Our money is safe." He looked at his little son playing in a comer and his eyes softened. "It is all for him that I am doing this," he murmured. "When he grows up, he should have enough money to live well."


  "He will," smiled his wife. "His future is already secure."


  As days went by, Vijaya would take small sums of money off and on from the naga, for meeting trifling items of expenditure. Each time the merchant would treat Vijaya as if he were his most valued customer. He would shower him with praise on his good sense and Vijaya felt very flattered.


  Twenty years passed in this manner. Vijaya's son had grown into a fine young man, devoted to his parents and a great source of strength to them. He worked as hard as his father, so that the latter might rest awhile in his old days.


  One day, Yijaya remarked to his wife, "Do you remember the money I deposited with the naga?" The woman nodded. She had not forgotten it despite the passage of time. "Well," continued Vijaya, "I think I will take back the entire amount from the naga and give it to our son. It is rightfully his now."


  "Yes, that is wise," agreed his wife. "Go then and get back the money."


  Accordingly, Vijaya reached the merchant's house and asked for his money.


  "The money?" the naga scratched his head and looked doubtful. "I am busy now. Come back later."


  Yijaya returned home and waited for a week before his next visit. This time the naga was rearranging his shop and asked for more time. Vijaya returned home empty-handed, feeling a little impatient.


  After some days when he went back, the naga was very angry. "My wife is ill and I am busy tending her," he shouted. "And you want me to settle accounts with you now?"


  "No, no," said Vijaya, alarmed. "I will come back again. You must have it ready for me then," he added in a defiant tone. "This is the third time I have come to you."


  "Yes! Yes!" the naga waved his hands dismissively and shut the door.


  This time Vijaya returned home feeling increasingly worried. Why was the naga delaying handing over his money?


  "You must not accept another excuse," warned his wife. "Go again after two days and demand to see the money at once. After all, it is yours and you should have it when you want it."


  When Vijaya confronted the naga for the fourth time, the merchant's face darkened in anger. "What money do you want now?" he demanded, showing Vijaya the account book. "There is hardly anything left of the original amount. You have spent almost the whole sum. The profit has turned to loss."


  Seeing that Vijaya was too shocked to utter a word, the merchant went on, "See here. Six hundred dinars were taken by you for tolls in crossing the bridge. A hundred dinars were given to the leather-worker for repairing your shoe and a whip. Fifty dinars were taken for the servant girl for applying ghee on a blister. You gave three hundred dinars to a potter-woman who had broken all her pots. Yes, you bought mice and fish juice from the market to feed the kittens of your cat. For seven hundred dinars you bought butter as an ointment for the feet as well as rice-flour, ghee and honey for a ceremony. A hundred dinars were used in buying honey and ginger for your little boy who had a cough. You gave three hundred dinars to an obstinate beggar. One or two hundred dinars were used for offerings to the gurus and..." In this fashion, the merchant's voice droned on but Vijaya had ceased to pay any heed. He did not remember taking such large amounts of money from the naga. Now it seemed he had run through almost the whole deposit!


  "And you must pay me interest," concluded the wily merchant, his eyes half-closed in a crafty look. "In fact, I have even given you money on debt when your original amount started dwindling."


  Vijaya returned home in a daze and his wife cried out in alarm at the sight of him. "What is wrong? Tell me quickly."


  Vijaya poured out the whole story, his voice choked with shock and grief. His wife sprang to her feet when he finished, her eyes flashing with rage.


  "He has cheated you!" she cried. "It is what I suspected in the beginning. The naga has embezzled the whole money and has made up these lies about how you spent it. I cannot remember all these items of expenditure and nor can you. Besides, why did he not warn you earlier that the lakh was almost finished?"


  "He has recorded it in his account book," mumbled Vijaya. "What can we do now?"


  "We will go to the judges," declared his wife. "We will not give up so easily. Alas! That we fell into the clutches of such a cruel and dishonest merchant!"


  However, the couple were fated to be disappointed. They approached judge after judge, but could not get the better of the merchant. The judges, in turn, were very confused.


  "The account book shows the items of expenditure," they would say. 'This is proof that you have spent a very large amount of your money. It is strange that the merchant chose not to remind you of this."


  For this reason, they held back their judgement. Yet, though they consulted each other, they could not arrive at a suitable decision.


  Meanwhile, the naga, confident in his proof, would look pityingly at Vijaya and say, "The poor man has lost his mind. He has carelessly wasted his money and he is not willing to accept it."


  The couple was cast into despair and though their son repeatedly consoled them, it was to no avail. At long last, the matter reached the ears of king Uccala through the baffled judges. The king pondered over the story and then summoned the merchant.


  "Show me a small portion of the deposited money," he said. "Then I shall pronounce judgement."


  The naga bowed and ran back to his house. He soon returned to the palace with a small bundle of money.


  "This is all that is left, 0, lord," he said. 'Vijaya has spent the lot"


  The king took the money and looked at it closely. Then he said, "You are lying, you rogue! This money tells me so."


  The naga went pale with fear and the assembled ministers were astonished. Looking now at them, the king went on, "Do kings use the coin of future kings? If not, then how do some coins deposited in king Kalasha's time, twenty years ago, show my name as well? From this it is clear that the merchant has used the deposited lakh for his purposes. He has fooled Vijaya into believing that the money was spent by him."


  The naga fell to the ground, trembling in every limb. "Forgive me, O, merciful King!" he cried. "It is as you say. Do not punish me. I will repay the entire amount to Vijaya at once."


  "You will also pay him interest on the full lakh from the time of it being deposited," ordered the king. 'This is the punishment for you. And if you ever cheat anyone again, you will be thrown into prison for the rest of your life. Begone!"


  The naga scrambled to his feet and ran out of the court. The king summoned Vijaya and his wife, smiling all the while at the thought of the good news he was about to give them.
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    Rajatarangini means 'River of Kings' The stories were written by Kalhana, a famous eleventh-century historian-poet.


    These bring to light the economic, political and social conditions of his time, and give interesting glimpses of life, including intrigues, in the royal court. Characters of the epics, such as Sri Krishna, Brahma, Vishnu, Shiva and many others find a place in the events. 


    Handed down from generation to generation, these stories cover Kashmir's rich culture, traditions and beliefs. 


    The selections from the classic work make a scintillating reading.
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