
[image: Image]


URMILA


URMILA

The Forgotten Princess

Smriti Dewan

[image: Image]


BLOOMSBURY INDIA

Bloomsbury Publishing India Pvt. Ltd

Second Floor, LSC Building No. 4, DDA Complex, Pocket C – 6 & 7,

Vasant Kunj, New Delhi, 110070

BLOOMSBURY, BLOOMSBURY INDIA and the Diana logo are trademarks of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

First published in India 2021

This edition published 2021

Copyright © Smriti Dewan, 2021

Smriti Dewan has asserted her right under the Indian Copyright Act to be identified as the Author of this work

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or any information storage or retrieval system, without the prior permission in writing from the publishers

This book is solely the responsibility of the author and the publisher has had no role in the creation of the content and does not have responsibility for anything defamatory or libellous or objectionable

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc does not have any control over, or responsibility for, any third-party websites referred to or in this book. All internet addresses given in this book were correct at the time of going to press. The author and publisher regret any inconvenience caused if addresses have changed or sites have ceased to exist, but can accept no responsibility for any such changes

ISBN: PB: 978-93-90252-88-6; eBook: 978-93-90252-91-6
2 4 6 8 10 9 7 5 3 1

Created by Manipal Digital Systems

To find out more about our authors and books visit www.bloomsbury.com and sign up for our newsletters


To Rohit Vaid, 

Here begins another journey with the Ramayana….


Contents

Acknowledgements

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

Author’s Note

About the Author


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Like most first books, this one felt like the birth of my first creative baby. I was on an exile of my own till I finished it, in the quiet, green lanes of my neighbourhood in Kolkata. It took me nine months to write Urmila, throughout which I was moody, hungry, anxious with self doubt, excited with what I’d written and then anxious again at the thought of my next book not being liked, and then back to being hungry again.... The discomfort of being pregnant with words bursting to pour out onto the page, the sheer impatience of seeing the finished work and, on the way, having gained perspective and several kilos – the birth of this book has been quite a journey! And for holding my hand through this journey were some people whom I want to thank....

My mentor, my Guru, Rohit, for sending me to an exile for my own good (sounds familiar?), who may or may not have inspired in shaping the character of Urmila’s guru.... This book wouldn’t have existed without you. The right kind of teacher identifies skill and hands the pupil the right weapon. You gave me my Kalki, the pen. And I have been told it’s mightier.

My sister Simran, the Urmila to my Sita, for being an endless mine of character quirks that I would keep borrowing from. You were my first listener and till date, each plot twist is still written to keep the restless Simi entertained.

My cousin Sumedha, the first reader of the finished book who devoured it at one go, laughed with it, cried with it and sent screenshots of the lines that touched her. With you, I have built the bonds of sisterhood, cousinhood, questioning traditions and owning oneself. Even if a smidgeon of it reflected in the book, I’d call it a success!

My soul sisters Abhivyakti, Ashmita, Aakriti, Ishita, Monidipa, Prema, Ria, Rashmi, Sabika, Sana, Sheeba, Sneha ... real women with real voices who bared their real selves to me.

The women of my family, Babita, Savita, Bina and the rest of the Dewan and Mehra families, for raising me.

My grandmothers Sudarshan and Madalsa for being my first storytellers of the Ramayana. No matter how many versions I read or watch, yours shall always remain the purest to me.

Manju, whose teas and coffees fueled me through it all.

Billa Tom Tom, Choohi and Simba for their purrs and love.

Lastly, my mother Kavita, my guardian, whose presence I still feel all around me, and who sometimes visits in my Nidra.


1

Her journey had been long, in air, over water, through tunnels, her fate taking her miles away from where she had originated. Now there was just earth, soft and moist, blanketing her in a cool embrace against the heat of Mithila. Her mind won’t store any of it. Images of skulls and bones and blood will not haunt her later in life. The sight of a weeping woman. The fleeting feeling of flight whenever she would dream, gravity unable to pull her back where she came from. For now, the weight of the mound above her lulled her to sleep, soft coos escaping her lips.

The night guard turned around at the sound again. He took another round of the field. There were no wild animals in that area, only naked farmland for acres, stripped of its produce, aching to cloak itself with a lustrous green once again, or so the people of Videha hoped. There had been no monsoons for a few years, only a drizzle here and there. Not enough to feed the population who had been eating into their buffer. This year, there was nothing left to eat, and if the harvest festival and the rituals around it tomorrow didn’t go as planned then…. He shuddered to think about it. Videhans were a superstitious lot.

He banged his stick around on the ground to scare away any animals straying in the dark. Silence took over; only the sounds of cicadas rang into the night. Probably a baby goat at the nearby farm, he thought, and resumed his place. The other guards slept behind him, under the huge structure covered with cloth. He had to be alert; there was still another prahar left till his watch got over. He looked at the massive structure that sat like a giant wrestler sleeping with one knee up. Their taxes had paid for it and it was their last hope. He said a silent prayer to himself and hoped for a miracle.

The land of Videha, also known as Mithila, was the land of the great king Mithi, wearing a crown of the Himalayas, a verdant body of dense woods and small villages, its feet of flat plains, home to indigenous tribes that traced their origins to the great Mahadev. Videhans, as the name suggests, always strived to look beyond their deha, or body. This was the most learned kingdom in Bharat, where even a cart-puller could stagger one with his philosophy on life. The king of this intellectual kingdom, Siridhvaja Janak, was more Brahmin, less Kshatriya. and had earned himself the sobriquet rishi rajan, or the hermit king. His beliefs were rooted in non-violence and non-attachment. Once a week, he could be seen with the masses either participating in festivals or debating the sages on the Vedas. Other kings of Bharat had a nonverbal agreement to never attack Videha, despite having the weakest army on the subcontinent. One, nobody wanted conflict with the most neutral kingdom around. Two, most of the princes and royal heirs went to Videha for their education in ashrams of the hundreds of gurus who had settled there and three, Videha had nothing which one could take. After the six-year-long drought, all the kings of Sapt Sindhu decided to come together and send Mithila aid in the form of food and funds. King Janak looked at the carts full of gifts exhausted. The food would get over soon, and you couldn’t eat currency. Unable to come to a solution himself, he decided to seek help from the one he always turned to when in despair.

As his carriage stopped in front of Guru Ashtavakra’s cave, Janak prepared himself for discomfort. Despite being the official raj guru of Videha, Ashtavakra chose to live in his ashram instead of the spacious rooms provided in the royal palace. Stepping into civilisation made him uncomfortable. Even when in the ashram, he liked to spend most of his meditation time in the cave he had dug for himself. No grown man could stand straight in his cave and, perhaps, Janak felt, the guru preferred it that way. Being in his presence was always painful for anyone with a sympathetic heart, watching a revered sage dragging his bent body on the ground. It was his knowledge that became his curse, having corrected his father while still in his mother’s womb. The thought of a father cursing his unborn child made Janak shudder, his own childlessness suddenly looming in front of him like a physical being in Ashtavakra’s dark cave.

“It’s not just a matter of rain, Rishi Rajan. Your kingdom has always been blessed with fertility – with trees, flowers, fruits and animals of kinds that Aryavarta has never seen before. How many kingdoms have the good fortune of fresh mountain air, rivers full of sweet water and forests full of game, all in one place? It is us. We have taken our prakriti for granted for too long. Tried to mould nature to our benefit. Nothing good ever comes of it.”

Janak knew what his guru was pointing at. Five years ago, they were debating building a dam across the river Saraswati so that water could be harvested for farmers in Sankashya, his brother Kushadhwaja’s kingdom. Sankashya was a port whose trade had expanded its borders and population more than it could handle in under ten years. A forest on the foothills of the Himalayas had been taken out to create farmland to make up for the food shortage. Guru Ashtavakra had warned against the dam, pointing out the effect on Videha if Saraswati was stopped in Sankashya. But Janak did not want to limit the growth of his brother’s empire. Videha had many other rivers and streams, steady and perennial, which were more than sufficient for their needs. Clearly, he had underestimated their reliance on river Saraswati.

“Is there a way out? Should we release the water from the dam? But there’s a whole town that has come up around it, and it won’t be possible to vacate the area on time. Moreover, there are no funds,” Janak asked.

Ashtavakra saw the desperation transform into hopelessness in the king’s voice. It pained him. Janak was a good king, a little too soft maybe, but that has always been the case with his lineage. How else would the education capital of the country survive? “Thought before action” was Videha’s motto, written in delicate red calligraphy on their flag that fluttered in the gentle winds of Mithila. But something was stirring, the stars were going to change for Janak, he had calculated it. Ashtavakra knew that it was going to happen soon…. But what should he tell this king who was bent so close to the ground that he could drop with exhaustion any moment? He had a kingdom to be answerable to, and they were losing their patience fast.

“The funds that have come from the Sapt Sindhu kings ... take them and build a hoe of gold. Perform a yagna to Indra Dev and Bhoomi Devi, cleanse your karma. And then go till the land on the day of Ekadashi of the cropping season like any other ordinary farmer. The earth will grant you what you need.” With that, Ashtavakra rolled his eyes back into his sockets and resumed his meditation. Janak knew it was time to leave, still contemplating the vague instructions.

King Janak asked for his wife the moment he returned to his palace. The maid-in-waiting informed him that Queen Sunaina had gone out with her hand maidens. He sighed, he would have to wait and try to process it himself till then.

[image: ]

Sunaina was still as a stone as she held her stretched bow. Squirrels were tricky, small targets and hard to catch if you missed. A maid behind her snapped a branch under her foot a millisecond after Sunaina released her arrow, enough time to alert the target but not escape. “Tch.” Sunaina frowned as she examined her kill. She had aimed for the eye for a clean kill, but the arrow went through its belly, reducing it to a wet, bloody mess. Doesn’t matter, she thought, meat was meat. None of them could afford to be choosy, given the circumstances.

After hunting a dozen squirrels and a few rabbits, Queen Sunaina and her ladies sat down around a fire, their kill roasting on skewers. Around twenty of them had accompanied Sunaina all the way from the mountain ranges of Patkai in the north-east part of the country, beyond the Brahmaputra, where Sunaina’s kingdom was. Rather her mother’s kingdom. If one saw them at a glance, they wouldn’t be able to tell them apart from the local Videhans. They too had the upturned, creaseless eyes of the mountain people and flatter faces like the locals. But when observed closely, one would notice that the ladies had fiercer eyes, thinner lips and skin that had spent its time in the sun, marked by the thorns negotiated to walk their paths in the dense, wet jungles of Patkai. But their most striking feature was their voice, loud and raspy, voices that were known to give orders, not to take.

Sunaina’s kingdom was matrilineal, as most societies tended to be the more one went east in Bharat. They were a tribal kingdom who worshipped the forest instead of gods that resided in the sky, unlike the rest of Bharat. They were endogamous, polyandrous and suspicious of foreigners. Outsiders also preferred to stay away. Not a lot of people bothered negotiating with the daunting Patkai mountains. Even when a few managed to come out alive, surviving in the community was difficult. The culture, language, habits were drastically different from the agrarian, pastoral communities. Which is why the people of Patkai preferred the isolation. Princess Sunaina’s decision to leave her kingdom with Janak required bravery and stubbornness of a level that only she possessed. Princesses inherited kingdoms in Patkai – if a young suitor was to wed a princess it was understood that he would be her consort and help her in royal duties. However, Janak was a foreigner. Marrying him meant becoming the queen of Videha. She was a younger princess, the “spare” and not the “heir”. So, it was easier to convince her mother. Familial ties were sacred to them, loyalty to kin over love, but Sunaina’s love for Janak had proven victorious.

Videha was a massive adjustment for her, too soft, too docile for a warrior tribeswoman who was used to dealing with harsher realities of nature, and too satvik. Most of Videha was vegetarian, and the few who ate meat only ate farm chicken or goat or buffalo. They didn’t have that kind of luxury in the forests of Patkai, where agriculture was impossible, and you only ate what you hunted. No sensible Patkai tribesperson would wrinkle their noses over wild squirrel or lizard soup, the way Videhans do. Which is why the ladies enjoyed moments like these away from the palace and its etiquette, where they could have a loud laugh over some roasted meat, releasing the adrenaline post-hunt.

A little pang of guilt hit Sunaina before she took a bite of her meat. Janak must not have eaten. It’s not that the drought had affected the palace rations, but Janak had cut down the food and beverage output of the royal kitchen drastically, giving away leftovers to the servers to take home. But she couldn’t help the situation. Janak only ate satvik food, and Videhans would rather starve than eat food procured from the forest, even in a drought. There were some who had quietly reached out to Sunaina, mostly lower-caste women, working in the palace, who had noticed the queen’s sinewy limbs as the rest turned gaunt. They were mothers desperate to feed children at home whose bones were getting more visible every day. They had the good sense to put their stomachs before their religion, and Sunaina respected such pragmatism. She was more than happy to accommodate them with her tribeswomen and brought them to the forest every day, teaching them how to live off the land – how to fashion a bow and arrow out of softwood trees, how to hunt easy games, such as squirrels, rabbits, wild dogs and crows. She taught them how to make traps and snares; how to gather greens; pointed out which plants were edible and how to cook their roots, shoots, leaves and even tree bark. The maids, in turn, thanked her by being friendly with the tribeswomen, showing them the ways of Videha and keeping these visits secret. Not that King Janak would mind if he found out.

Sunaina found him in the library, as usual, holding up parchment books to the lamp that burnt on the small table on the floor with a bookstand. She called for her special flower tea and listened intently to Janak’s retelling of Ashtavakra’s instructions. She understood her husband’s need to seek the wise. Her own experience had taught her that they were called wise for a reason. The golden hoe, though, didn’t make any sense to her. Why waste all the aid funds on a hoe? Wouldn’t it make more sense to invest its value in building wells instead? She knew better to question the wisdom of the wise, especially one that her husband revered so much.

“Let’s make this hoe then. I’ll call for the goldsmiths tomorrow and ask for a design and a budget.” She peeked into her cup to see if the blossom had opened up. Not yet.

“You think it will work, Sunaina?”

She tried to see the face behind the aromatic fumes of the tea, the lamp had started flickering. She liked that he consulted her on these decisions, giving her a power that queens in these parts didn’t traditionally possess. A sudden tug of love drew her towards him, pulling him closer.

“Faith, not blind faith, can sometimes work miracles,” she said.

She blew out the lamp and the conversation, pulling his face closer to hers.

Weeks later, the festival was upon them. A small royal procession made its way to the outskirts of Mithila where a vast, arid stretch of land awaited them. There was as much pomp and celebration as empty-stomached subjects could make; their hopes were riding on this. The sages conducted the yagna, and Janak and Sunaina sat as yajmans offered ghee, grain and their prayers to the sacred fire. A conch shell’s trumpet resonated in the air as the king approached the plough. His subjects drew in tufts of dusty air as soon as he removed the cloth.

The hoe was almost too bright to look at directly, the sun bouncing off its polished gold surface. Shock gave way to admiration and admiration gave way to angered murmur in a matter of minutes. The most educated kingdom of Bharat had put its faith in a yagna and a golden hoe, one that could make even this barren land produce gold if invested properly. Sunaina panicked silently as she heard whispers about corruption in the nobility and misuse of taxes. But the loyalists among the crowds hushed them – the word “faith” in this land was a word much stronger than anything else. Where every stone was turned into a shrine, every move was made after consulting stars, faith in the powers above was something to be revered, not to be questioned. Janak took in a breath of relief and decided to announce that the plough will be melted and its value will be used to import rations. He placed his head on to the blistering earth and prayed for a miracle.

“Give us today what we deserve, Mother Earth,” he whispered into his motherland and began ploughing.

The vision of a king ploughing the field like a common peasant wasn’t new in Videha. The plough was a sacred symbol, the first tool of mankind when humans established sanskriti within prakriti. Agriculture was the first act of defiance against nature, when the human need for stability and security surpassed its dependence on nature. Hence, it required to pay obeisance to prakriti from time to time to maintain balance. It was an imbalance of sanskriti and prakriti that led to situations like this. Ashtavakra knew that this balance needed to be restored, that if they failed today, Videha was doomed.

The plough moved unnaturally through the parched land. Where a regular plough left a line of soft furrows, this golden plough could only draw a line on the dust that scattered in the wind minutes later. Sunaina and her ladies frowned at this futile attempt – a shiny hoe ploughing land that was incapable of producing neither grain nor fruit. But they knew better not to question or mock it. If it were back home, they would have simply picked up and moved to another, more fertile, territory. Sometimes, there was only that much that a land could give, and humans needed to leave it alone to recuperate. But this was Videha. Gathering everything you owned into a cloth sack and moving was not a possibility. The people considered the land sacred, and everything they owned couldn’t fit in a sack.

With the third round, the hoe got stuck with a hard thud. Janak stopped to examine the obstacle in its course. He tried to pry it out with his own hands, assuming it to be a particularly tough mound of rock. He didn’t want to stall the utsav, the eagerness of his subjects was palpable in the air. With his bare hands he started digging the earth around the lowest point of the hoe. He didn’t have to dig much, just under a thin layer of dirt was a metal basket of a fashion unknown to the northern parts of the country. Wrapped in a silk red silk cloth, it had something resting inside, something Janak felt was valuable enough to be hidden. Maybe a highway robber’s loot. It must be a treasure if it was valuable enough to be buried.

The cloth moved. An air of shock left his mouth. Slowly, fearfully, he uncovered the cloth. It was a baby girl, unaware of the thousand gasps around her, content in her dream world where she was still floating. Janak had prayed for a miracle, and now he was holding it.

The sabhaghar was not as full as it usually was. The king had only called for the heads of departments for a private council. Janak and Sunaina presided at their marked seats as the royal couple as the heads of agriculture, administration, law, finances and raj guru Ashtavakra took their seats according to hierarchy. The presence of the baby had added to the tensions in Videha. Sunaina didn’t understand what the ruckus was about.

“It’s a baby that we found, and we will decide if we are keeping it. There’s no need for a meeting. It’s the decision of the king.”

She had already decided for the king, and everyone knew it. Not that the king was forced into it. Even the maids were talking about how Janak had held the baby all the way up to the palace and didn’t let go till she cried for a feed. Sunaina had already decided on a room for her nursery, already ordered for a jhoola, rattler, a nursing maid and anything else she thought the child would need.

“With all due respect, Rani Sunaina, adoption on the behalf of the king is a matter of council. Especially if the king is childless,” Rakandra, head of administration, pointed out. Sunaina eyes narrowed as she looked at him. She knew the jibe was meant at her. It was clear that her marriage to Janak did not have Rakandra’s ascent. She had heard him call her and her tribe “wild and uncouth” many times, low enough to not call attention, loud enough to be clear for her.

“There are a lot of questions to be answered. Is the child to become your heir? What is her lineage, her gotra, her caste? Is she even unclaimed? Women are known to make mistakes, and then in desperation try to get rid of them. What if someone claims her in the future?” Rakandra posed a volley of questions.

“If a woman feels the need to bury her mistake, Mantriji, even in a kingdom like Videha, then what does that say about its men?” Sunaina questioned innocently.

Janak needed to interject. “We have spread the word. We will wait for a while to see if someone comes forward to claim her.”

The head of law, Sharvat, shook his head. “Even if someone doesn’t come forward, you can’t keep her Rishi Rajan. She was found at the foothills, where the forest begins. They have been claimed by asuras for the past few years. Many rishis have complained about their dark magic. What if she has asura blood?”

A rumble of disapproval went around the sabha as the ministers discussed other dangerous possibilities. Being close to dense forests that housed both asura magic and Brahmin tapasya, they have always been fearful of the supernatural. There were legends of witches, boksi, who went looking for young men, thirsty for their youth, leaving behind babies in the woods.

Janak pressed his forehead with his fingers; he could sense a headache looming. There was no stopping Videhans once they started on superstitious jibber, jabber. He turned to the sane voice he wanted to hear. “Guru Ashtavakra, what do you think?”

Ashtavakra shifted in his seat, always feeling ill at ease outside his cave. He gauged the atmosphere in the room, checking if it was ready for what he had to say. “Ayonija. It’s the name given to babies that aren’t born of the womb, which, I suspect, is the case with this child. They aren’t ordinary babies, Rishi Rajan. Yes, they are made of flesh and blood just like us, but it is believed that they have been sent to this world with important karma. You should know of such beings, King Janak. Your forefather King Mithi, after whom our kingdom and your lineage are named, was one such being. And if you don’t believe me, then look at the sky outside.”

There had been clouds gathering since everyone cleared out after the utsav. By now, the sky had turned grey and signs of a strong shower were obvious. Some had declared it a miracle, some claimed it was sorcery, but everyone traced it to the appearance of the baby.

Janak dismissed the council, deciding to not take any course of action till there was news of anyone claiming her. But months passed, and nobody came forward to claim the baby. Meanwhile, she had started grasping the fingers of those who played with her, cooed when someone sang to her. Sunaina had fashioned a sling out of cloth and tied the baby around her, sometimes to the back, sometimes to the front when she sat down for meetings. It was the way her mother carried her. After all, giving birth didn’t mean you would stop working. Janak didn’t mention it, but he felt fear inside him whenever he asked his head of police if anybody had claimed the baby. It was in the third month that the baby had her first and the most unexpected visitor.

The arrival of Lord Parashuram was bad news in most royal palaces. The great Kshatriya Brahmin whose axe had beheaded generations of kings had always seen naked fear in the eyes of the kings that stood before him. All but the janaks of Videha. As he thumped his way into the palace, he felt a familiar calmness settle on him. He knew his way around and headed straight for the shastralaya, where he had met the last janak, king of Videha, generations ago.

Siridhvaja Janak bowed with respect that Parashuram didn’t question. He was a Kshatriya Brahmin, a sage who taught Kshatriya warriors. Janak was a rishi rajan, a hermit king. Both their natural leanings differed from the status they were born into, connecting them with mutual respect for the other.

Janak was perturbed, a visit from Lord Parashuram was never without reason. The Vishnu of their age did not just drop by royal palaces casually. “To what do I owe this visit, Lord Parashuram? You haven’t graced us with your presence since you gifted my forefather the Pinaka.”

“It wasn’t a gift. It had been handed over for safekeeping. One couldn’t find a place safer than the land of the great Mithi to keep valuable things.” He now came straight to the point. “Have you recently stumbled upon a child, King Janak?”

“Yes, great Vishnu, the heavens have blessed us with a beautiful girl. We call her Bhoomija because we found her buried in the earth.”

“Hmph.” A grunt escaped Parashuram. “And have you decided to keep her?”

“If no one claims her, then yes, my wife and I plan to adopt the girl and raise her as ours. She has brought good fortune to Videha. We have finally had rain after years! The land is fertile once more and seems to be producing double the bounty! It seems that Mother Earth herself has taken the form of this girl and turned our fortune! The people of Videha are grateful.” Janak was moved just talking about their reversal of fortune. The biggest miracle yet was that Sunaina was pregnant! But that was something he couldn’t mention to the great Vishnu.

Parashuram smirked. “Trust the naive people of Videha to label coincidences as miracles. The rains were just a matter of time, King Siridhvaja Janak. Tell me, if next year you have another drought, will you attribute that to this baby too? It’s just a baby; she is unaware of the signs that you are reading into.”

Janak bowed apologetically. “Does that mean that she is just another baby, My Lord?” Parashuram shot him a piercing look, but Janak was unmoved. He had underestimated the king’s instincts. He moved to the head of the shastralaya, towards the sacred bow that lay untouched for a hundred years.

“The Pinaka was given to your family for a reason, Rishi Rajan. And so is this child. Raise her well, but don’t burden her with your expectations. When it’s time and she comes of age, it’s the bow that will decide her destiny. You only see the tangible changes around you, but you still haven’t seen her, Rajan. She is not an ordinary baby; she has a harsh life ahead of her. Harsh, but great. Prepare her for it. You have been chosen as her guardian for a reason.”

Janak was taking in the weight of the words. “Does that mean that she would rule Videha in the future?”

Parashuram shook his head. “Her destiny is greater than that. Don’t limit her to Videha. Pick your next child as the heir.” Janak was shocked. Could the great Vishnu have known of Sunaina’s pregnancy?

“This girl will rewrite the destiny of Bharat and its people. Prosperity will follow her because she is Lakshmi herself, but she will never enjoy its gifts. She will bring purity to others while taking the impure within her. She needs to be prepared for what’s coming for her.”

Janak had one last question. “But isn’t that a lonely existence? Who will share this burden with her?”

Parashuram stroked the bow and looked at Janak. “The next Vishnu.”
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Lord Parashuram’s voice still rang in my ears as I woke up from this dream. I have seen this several times in my subconscious, even though I wasn’t there. Unless you count the speck in my mother’s womb as my presence. It’s not the first time that I have had dreams more real than reality – over spaces, time, of distant lands and people I’ve never seen, never met. Yet, they are still connected to me in some way, I feel. My mother calls it the gift of Nidra, a goddess she worships back home. Her mother had this gift too; only hers was much stronger and came to her as visions of both the past and future, even during waking hours. People from far came to her for help – those who had lost someone, those who were lost themselves. She helped them, readily falling into a trance, reliving their fates momentarily, relooking at the world differently every time. My grandmother was venerated for her gift, unlike me. I lived in a place where shamans and witches were feared more than respected. My mother tried to keep my gift a secret. I preferred it that way; being witness to the lives of others was an experience better kept to oneself.

She had always been special, my sister Sita. Or Janaki, daughter of Janak. Or Maithili, princess of Mithila. Or Vaidehi of Videha. All the names that technically belonged to me, the real biological daughter of Janak and Sunaina, the legal heir to the throne. But I couldn’t compete with her, nobody could. In either talent or the affection of our parents. I should have resented this. But my love for my sister was greater than my envy, and as I grew older and my dreams became clearer. I understood that our fates were entwined. Mine was connected to hers, and hers was connected to his.

I was a miracle too, my mother says, a biological miracle. But the miracle of my birth was also attributed to the sudden entry of my sister into my parents’ lives. Sometimes, I wondered if my parents even wanted me after Sita, despite my mother’s insistence. My sister was the embodiment of a term often used in Mithila – Sarv Gun Sampann, or all virtues incarnate, with the radiance and knowledge of Saraswati and the good fortune and prosperity of Lakshmi. Some Brahmins had even claimed that she was Shakti reincarnate, but my mother dismissed it. Sita, with her understanding of the Vedas, had always been the favourite of the palace purohits. Even the farmers had hailed her as the earth goddess after the sowing festival when the royal ladies had visited the villages and participated in the process. The crops had sprouted from the ground golden, a hue they hadn’t seen in generations. It didn’t strike them that it could be because of my mother’s efforts, her seed banks and crop-shifting plans that her team had implemented to maintain the integrity of the soil and quality of the produce. But, whatever the reason, I was never called a goddess of any kind.

I clung to my mother since the day I was born, not letting go even after I grew up, always demanding more from her, as if she was continually distracted by some other thought to give me what I needed – her undivided affection. “Always impatient, this one,” she would say, jokingly pulling my nose. I think it was only natural to demand my share in the sun, growing up in the shadow of my sister. Without being told, a second child always knows that they come in second, their births less joyous, the shine on the baby cot a little dull, the lullabies more tired. I was the king’s daughter. So I never had a dearth of things like the children of the less fortunate, but younger children of all classes instinctively know that they will never come first; there will always be someone who was before you, who will remain special. She was the golden child, the prodigal daughter that every parent in Mithila wanted, and no child could match up to. It made me avoid her, my failures always more highlighted in her presence.

I remember when I was a child, my aunt, my father’s sister, called me a rakshasi. I had bitten her hand when she tried to feed me. Later in life, I understood the undertones of that word. My aunt belonged to the old school of Mithilans who used that word for women they couldn’t control. It didn’t help that I spent most of my time with the Patkai women, playing with them and going hunting with them with my mother.

I remember stomping off into my bhavan back then, my aunt screaming at my trail, trying to hold back tears at her insults. My sister tried to console me, just a couple of years older than me but always behaving more like an adult than a sibling. “It’s all your fault,” I growled at her like an angry animal. “I can never match up because you are perfect.” She looked at me with kind eyes, and, for a moment, I felt like she knew what it felt like to be an outsider.

“I’m not perfect, Urmila. I try my best to return the kindness I’ve been blessed with.”

I studied her face. Her sweet mask of kindness had dropped; she looked like she had aged several years. The fact that my sister, whom I detested for being somebody I could never be, really worked hard to keep everyone happy had never struck me. I could feel her exhaustion.

“And I don’t have something you have,” she told me.

“What?” I asked incredulously.

“Courage.” She smiled.

That was when I realised that we both envied each other for what we couldn’t be.

I knew that I would never have her magnanimity, but I stopped detesting her presence as I understood that her goodness came from within her. She was made of it. She looked at you the way you always wanted to be looked at, understood you the way you wanted to be understood. You could reveal your darkest sins to her, place them at her feet, and she would only smile, cool and comforting, her words kind. As I grew up, my blistering rage evaporated with her balmy touch.

Many times, I tried to pretend to be as nice and virtuous as her so people would like me. But I would soon run out of patience.

“Don’t you get tired of being nice to everyone all the time, Didi?” I asked her once out of frustration. “Don’t you see that some of these people have selfish motives?”

“Try to be kind instead of nice, Urmila. You will see the goodness in people.” Sita gave me her signature smile, her sage-like eyes the shape of lotus petals. It was during these moments that my feelings of worthlessness and resentment would melt into warm affection for my sister. Sometimes, it felt like she knew my true self and accepted me the way I was, with all my flaws. Slowly, I realised that it was this emotion that my sister inspired in people that had earned her this reputation.

We were very different, yet still each other’s constants. She liked to spend her days in Father’s court, listening to rishis and ministers discuss the state of affairs. I enjoyed our time with Mother in the forest. It was where I felt most at home, a princess away from her palace. I loved the smell of the soil, the sounds of life around me. It was also the only place where I outperformed my sister.

I had started aiming knives at stray squirrels since the age of nine. My shots always earned applause from my mother and her posse. Sita, on the other hand, was excellent at identifying plants and trees, flowers and fruits, concocting medicines with herbs, learning about the qualities of the flora and fauna around her, and, sometimes, to the disappointment of the Patkai ladies, insisted on healing the kills if we didn’t get them at the first attempt. I knew my sister’s gentle heart detested unnecessary bloodshed, which is why she refused to eat meat, like our father. But Mother insisted that we both learn the skills needed to survive in a forest. “You never know,” she would insist, “where life might take you. You need to be prepared for anything.”

Mother always marvelled at how she had raised a true daughter of Mithila and a true daughter of the Patkai, but not two well-balanced girls sharing the two worlds, something she had hoped to achieve with her marriage. But as we grew up, we started shifting towards a centre, our personas more balanced with intellect and physical prowess, each realising the importance of the other. She didn’t want to be undefended and dependent in a crisis, and I didn’t want to come across as ignorant in a court full of ministers and experts.

It was just the two of us for a long time, till a death in the family changed everything. My father’s brother’s wife, the queen of Sankashya, had breathed her last after a long struggle post the birth of her second daughter. Our family had gotten together, for the first time in my memory, to mourn this loss.

“I worry that they will never know a mother’s love, or discipline,” my chacha confided in my parents a few years later, still in his widower’s white robes.

“Have you considered a second marriage?” my mother suggested. She knew that he loved his wife too much to consider this, but it was only practical. The princesses of Sankashya, the future heirs, couldn’t be left unsupervised. She knew that her brother-in-law would sooner or later take in a woman. Men won’t admit it, but their biggest fear is loneliness. And she’d rather it happened with the sanction of the family and to a candidate that was worthy and approved by the family. She didn’t want a rebellion from Mithila’s subsidiary kingdom at such a delicate time.

“That would only bring more tension, Bhabhi. A young woman would want to have her own children, whom she will make a priority. And then the struggle ensues for the throne. No. I don’t want my girls to suffer more than they already are because of palace politics. Which is why I want to ask you for a huge favour, Bhabhi.”

My mother knew that Chacha Kushadhwaja wasn’t her biggest fan, like his deceased wife. But over the years, he had come to have a grudging respect for my mother and her iron-fist-in-a-velvet-glove approach to ruling Mithila. He didn’t have much of a choice. So my mother agreed, even though she had her hands full with me and my sister (but mostly me). It was decided that Mandavi and Shrutakirti would come and stay with us, a situation I was partly happy with.

Mandavi was my age, but sometimes felt a generation older. She always had her head buried in old parchment books and used big words that I didn’t understand. All my efforts to pull her into games were thwarted with a grunt as she burrowed in my father’s library. She was no fun at all. She worshipped Sita though, always mirroring her in her ways. Although everyone said that she was much prettier than Sita, she lacked her grace and wisdom. But at least she tries, they would say, making sure I was within earshot.

My younger cousin Shrutakirti, on the other hand, was always up to everything. She was more than eager to partner in all the pranks I came up with. It was I had heard that she was a brat. She made unreasonable demands from the maids who had to oblige their princess. My mother was shocked to find out that practically all of Shruta’s teeth were decaying even though she was just five. The physicians who examined her explained that it was years of damage caused by a bad diet and bad hygiene. When probed further, it was found out that as a toddler Shruta refused to eat any food except sweets; so the maids fed her only that. She refused to clean her mouth and pulled their hair when they tried to do it for her. I always thought that my cousins were lucky not having the tight leash that my sister and I had because of my mother, but looking at Shruta, I shuddered. The medicines that were prescribed to her were painful. We could hear her screaming in the night. Sita, always sensitive to the pain of others, would try sneaking in some water to bring the child some relief. But my mother would stop her. “It’s necessary,” she would say. “The decay has spread so far that it has to be taken out of from its roots.” Sure enough, Shruta started getting new adult teeth in the next few months. But for the rest of her life, the poor girl refused to eat anything sweet.

We became a foursome soon. Sita and Mandavi spent their time in Father’s court, or with Guru Ashtavakra learning about the Vedas and Videha’s history. Shruta and I preferred running away to the woods or training in arms with the Patkai women. My mother was right. When Shruta’s energy started getting an outlet, she grew. Her stubbornness turned into determination, and her restlessness got spent in honing her skill. Soon, she excelled at archery. Her small bow and arrow, carved by Swarna, the best sharpshooter amongst the Patkai women, steadily started getting closer to its mark. We were trained in many other weapons – knives, khukri, spear, mace, all fine instruments that I moderately mastered. But I hadn’t found “the one”. The one that with time becomes an expression of the warrior’s soul. Like sophisticated princes felt with the bow, like muscular warriors with the gada, like ruthless, blood-thirsty fighters felt with a belt of blade. “Don’t worry,” Swarna would assure me, “you will find your weapon when you are ready.”

It was the year I turned twelve. A terrible, sharp cold had given way to a fresh basant as we decided to put away our winter woollens. Mithila was in preparation for the basant festival, and my sisters and I were hanging from guava trees or plucking green, fleshy berries. The bazaars were brimming with traders after the weather turned suitable for travel, and we started itching to check out the stalls, full of promises of beautiful, amusing things from kingdoms far. “Please let’s go visit the bazaar, Ma! I’ve heard they’re selling arrows made from feathers, all the way from Ayodhya!” I insisted.

My mother frowned. “I don’t know how sturdy those arrows would be, Urmi.” I desperately gestured to Sita for help. “They are selling some beautiful dyes from Ujjain, Ma. Mandavi and I wanted to buy some too. We wanted to take some for the Madhubani chitrakars.”

Mother was still hesitant. “If we go, no one will let us pay for anything, which is unfair to them. And if we insist on paying, we will have to buy a lot, which is wasteful. We have to be very careful of our conduct with the public.”

Shruta had an idea. “Why don’t we go as commoners?”

Great idea! I hated getting my face painted and trading my comfortable dhoti for those ornate skirts for such “princess affairs”.

Mother considered this. Swarna, gratefully, added, “It would be a good chance for the princesses to experience the city the way their subjects do. See how the commoners live. What market rates are for goods.”

“Alright.” Mother gave in. “But Swarna will go with you to ensure your safety.”

We dashed before she could change her mind and quickly borrowed clothes from our maids. We took off our jewellery to merge with the crowd and suddenly felt like girls, instead of princesses. Sita and Mandavi, though, still looked regal even in their plain clothes. Mandavi’s straight nose and smooth skin easily set her apart from most women. Sita’s large, limpid eyes were unforgettable, and people always complimented her on her beauty. I wondered, not for the first time, if her real parents were royalty. But her beauty was so ethereal it almost felt foreign, unearthly. Which was why I preferred walking behind them, unnoticed.

The bazaar had adorned a look of festive colour – dyes and colourful scarves from Kashi, beautiful bronze sculptures from Ujjain, beautiful, velvety horses from Kekaya, even precious gems and gold from Lanka! We felt like we had walked all of Sapt Sindhu perusing through the wares brought from distant lands, listening to different dialects, looking at their different features. The Ujjainis looked like they were made from clay – sturdy brown skin moulded over bodies that resembled the sculptures they brought with them. The women of Kashi were in colourful saffron, red and yellow clothes draped over supple bodies, their thick braids serpentine. The most striking were the Lankans – fierce, tall, earthy – looking starkly foreign in the mountains of Videha. The rakshasas of Lanka looked very different from the ones we had heard stories about. Mandavi and Sita lingered around their stalls for a long time. They had a display of paintings that seemed to have captured Sita’s attention. She stood in a trance in front of a portrait for a long time till I approached her. “What are you looking at?”

There were scenes painted with a feather brush, its strokes light but swishy. I had heard that Lanka was a beautiful island kingdom, prosperous because of its precious stones and metals. But the painter had captured something else in the scenes. The pictures of the castle built on a mountain, the streets, the soldiers, scenes from everyday life – everything was bursting with emotions. The masculinity of the soldiers too bold, the beauty of the women too glossy, the prosperity too vain. Or, perhaps, my simple Mithila taste was biased. But the most eye-catching was the portrait of its king in front of which I noticed my sister was rooted. A tall, muscular man draped in glamorous clothes, the hues of which reminded me of a glorious sunset, stood in a pose of a victor who had never lost a battle. For a man of such heft, he looked graceful, his face was beautiful but what first came across was his arrogance. The painter had tried to capture him in all his glory, but one could smell the fear through the painting.

We both snapped out of our reverie and noticed the seller of the paintings observing us. “That’s Ravan. King of Lanka. My most popular piece.” He helped us cover our embarrassment. “It gathers a lot of admirers, but no one has offered to buy it yet.”

I could imagine why. Apart from the fact that no one in Mithila could afford something as ostentatious as a painting, the brilliance of the art couldn’t mask the fear and uneasiness it evoked. I wondered if there was a spell cast on it; it was from the land of rakshasas after all. Sita had gathered her composure. “We hope that you get the right value for your art,” she said, and we walked out of the stall.

We sought out the stall for those arrows I wanted. But they turned out dull; not one could shoot straight. “They’re useless,” I said as I handed them back to the seller. “Maybe it’s not the arrows,” Mandavi commented, probably mindlessly, because when I turned fiercely to look at her, she was focusing at a distance. “Are those sea creatures?” She pointed at a stall a few paces away. It was the Kalinga aisle.

We hadn’t eaten any seafood delicacies in the palace because my father was a vegetarian. He didn’t put out a rule against eating meat, but my mother never had any meat cooked in the royal kitchen out of respect to respect. So, we had neither eaten seafood nor ever seen the creatures of deep water. They were fascinating – fish of different colours and scales, some meant for fishing, others meant to decorate in homes. There were molluscs in shells, tiny, slimy eels…. Some experienced shoppers were prodding and inspecting them, judging the quality of the meat and bargaining for prices. Shruta curiously flitted from one tank to the next, playing with open-fisted shelled creatures which the shopkeepers explained were called crabs. Soon, I started getting bored and tried to drown out their loud conversation, waiting for my sisters to tire of the fish.

“Did you see the rishikanya who went past an hour ago? She has asked for a private audience with the king!” I heard one fishmonger saying to his friend in a Kalinga accent. I tried to ignore the mockery in his tone, reminding myself that Kalingans were known for their sarcasm.

“Lord Shiv have mercy! Who could forget that aquiline shape! Even these carps couldn’t match the swell of those hips.” The other shopkeeper held his prized carps up and drew a curvaceous shape in the air.

Both of the men guffawed lustily at the thought as my ears flared with heat.

I was about to say something to them, give them a severe lashing of the tongue, when I felt a hand on my shoulder. “A person’s words reflect who they are. They talk like this because they don’t know any better. Would you stoop to their level too?” asked Sita.

Gosh! I sometimes felt my sister stored away these lines to use them at such moments. It enraged me more to stop and walk away, but I knew she was right. Creating a scene would attract unnecessary attention to us, and put a stop to any such secret ventures in the future. I didn’t want to risk that. Of course, these lurid shopkeepers wouldn’t dare to speak like this if they knew who we were. But it angered me that these men wouldn’t even bother to check their tongues in front of impressionable young girls like Shruta who wandered around their stalls. Which reminded me, where was Shruta?

I looked around for her when I noticed someone sliding out from beneath the covers of the table in the stall. Shruta put a finger on her lips, gesturing me to be quite as she slid out quickly and joined us before anyone could notice. “Did you put the crab back?” Sita asked her. I could see that Shruta could hardly contain herself. “I did,” she answered with a straight face.

There was an ear-piercing scream behind us. The lurid shopkeeper was grabbing his groin as his friend tried to shake the fabric of the dhoti to try to rid it of the torturer. We burst into laughter and slipped away as quickly as we could, as people around us ignored the commotion, muttering under their breaths, “Kalingans”.

Swarna called out to us to make our last purchase and leave. As we made our way to the palace, we could feel a buzz in the air.

“Something must have happened in the court today,” Shruta whispered to me, always eager for gossip. “We had a special guest, it seems,” Swarna informed us after asking the guards. “A woman named Rishika Sulabha. She requested a private audience with the king.”

That explains it, I thought. In a palace with no scandals to whisper about, this was the epitome of sensationalism. The palace staff was consuming this delicious piece of news, and soon the markets would too. Commoners could be so gullible.

“Who is Rishika Sulabha, Didi?” Mandavi asked, unable to hide her curiosity.

“I’m not sure. I haven’t heard much about her from the royal priests, just that she is very beautiful. She was doing her tapasya in the Himalayan hills. She must have come down with the caravan of traders,” Sita told us.

So even a rishika is first defined by her beauty and then her intellect. The thought made me bitter. It was as if Sita read my mind. “Beauty is as much a gift as brain, Urmila. As long as it doesn’t border on vanity, it can be very powerful if used correctly.”

I considered that thought, though at twelve, I couldn’t quite grasp it. I had thought of beauty as too much needless labour, an obstacle that attracted unnecessary attention, distracting one from their purpose. It seemed to be something that existed only for the sake of men’s appreciation.

That night, I studied my reflection carefully. Would I be considered beautiful? I had my mother’s slanting eyes and my father’s small nose. I hated my nose. It looked like it suddenly decided to erupt a little below my eyes, making people have the irresistible urge to pull it when I was a child. Below that was a stubborn mouth that softened a little when I smiled. My face hadn’t settled yet. It would go through many changes over the next few years and I wondered if I would ever be beautiful enough to be powerful.

And that night, I saw what true beauty looked like. Nidra showed it to me. Skin like white marble, hair like a waterfall, limbs like they were sculpted out of sandalwood. And she was moving towards my father the way I had always imagined Menaka moving towards Vishwamitra in the folk songs. I willed myself to wake up because I wasn’t ready to see what came next. I knew my father was faithful, unlike many kings, but if he had a moment of weakness, I didn’t want to be witness to it. But he bowed his head to the Rishika and asked, “You asked for a private audience, Mata Sulabha. How may I be of assistance?”

Her smile was delicate, but her eyes were smirking. “The rishi rajan of Mithila has more restraints than many sadhus I know. Impressive!” My father remained impassive. My mother had always advocated for freedom, even in love. I realised, ashamed, that if she were to witness this scene, she wouldn’t have panicked like me. Where she came from, the body was for pleasure. No one was tied to another, even in marriage. Probably, my imagination stretched far out of fear for my mother and her precarious position in the kingdom.

Sulabha decided to speak again. Her dialect of choice was complicated Sanskrit, as if she was challenging the king to converse with her in the language exclusive to Brahmins. “You and your brother have the burden of carrying out the tradition of your ancestors and have given asylum to many Brahmins in your twin kingdoms of Videha. Miracles have taken place on this soil. Your ancestor Mithi’s creation is one of the memorable ones, giving this beautiful land its name – Videha, or beyond the physical. I implore you to start a new tradition so your kingdom can retain its reputation. Organise a conference, a confluence of the great sages, hermits, rishis, gurus of Sapt Sindhu. Let there be discussions. Let there be conversations, an exchange of knowledge that will send everyone back wealthier in wisdom.”

The king of Mithila folded his head, humbled, and responded in pure Sanskrit. “Forgive me, Rishika, that being the ruler of the land known for education, you had to descend from the Himalayas to educate me. I beseech you to stay here in Mithila till we can make all the arrangements because we would like the opening ceremony to be conducted by you.”

The dream melted into the indigo of the sky outside my bhavan, as chirps of tiny hatchlings screeching for food in their nests cut through my room. It was usual for me to get up before sunrise whenever I had these dreams, but today I had company. Sita lay awake in her bed, sucked into a different realm. “Did you have a nightmare?”

She measured her words. “Have you ever felt like you know someone, even when you haven’t met them ever? People you see in your dreams but don’t know in reality?”

I did. “Whom did you see?”

She looked like she was too afraid to admit it. “The painting from the bazaar….”

The image of the king of Lanka thumping his foot triumphantly flashed before me. Seeing him captured in an image had made me so uncomfortable; I could imagine what she must have felt seeing him come to life. Those eyes….

I wanted to ask her more, but we were interrupted by the maids. “The Queen has requested your presence in her chambers.” We nodded and started with our day, the chance to discuss it any further dissolving like the indigo in the sky.

The palace was charged with an air of excitement. The announcement for the Vedic conference had been made, and preparations had already begun. Invitations were being written and stamped and sent out with messengers with the Mithilan royal seal. Mother got the four of us to help out and participate in the entire process. “It will be a good opportunity to see how a festival of this scale is managed. You will need it when you become queens. We’re sending invitations to twenty kingdoms. This might be the first time for many kings, nobles and crown princes partaking in King Janak’s hospitality. So, I want dedication and good behaviour from all four of you.”

It was said to all four of us, but Shruta and I knew her eyes were on us. “I want no trouble,” Ma said, narrowing her eyes. Did she know about what had happened in the market? As I was calculating the consequences of our adventure the day before, she declared our sentence. “Start with cleaning the shastralaya. Shatananda will show you how.”

We entered the dark and dusty shastralaya for the first time. It was a room in a very secluded area, several feet under the ground level of the palace. Our presence had ruffled the dormant ecosphere of myriad creatures residing there, hanging from the roof in webs, dotting the floor with their waste, their dead relatives’ corpses decaying in corners. My eyes were stinging from the stale air.

“How long has this been shut?” Sita asked, coughing.

“Since many years, Princess,” Shatananda tried to be as polite he could be without inhaling a dead insect. “Now that we’re having a conference, the king wants to put up some of the weapons on display for the visitors.”

“Why are the weapons locked in here? Doesn’t our army need them?” Mandavi asked.

“Most of these are ancient, Princess, a reminder of an era gone by, suited more in a museum than in a battlefield.” Shatananda caressed the old shastras as fondly as a new bride touches her bridal bedspread. He chanted a mantra to Lord Kartikey and sought his permission to cleanse the weapons.

“They look like a hundred years old!” Mandavi exclaimed.

“Hundred years of grime!” Shruta moaned as she took in the work, regretting her crab attack.

My eyes searched for the shastra that I was already familiar with in my dreams. It looked smaller though, so exquisitely carved that it could be mistaken to be fragile. I touched it and could suddenly feel Lord Parashuram’s words coming back to me. It’s the bow that will decide her destiny. I knew my sister’s destiny was connected to it, but I felt its pull too.

Sita took it in, standing at a distance. Something had stirred within her too, I could tell. She touched the foundation that it rested on, as if to feel something. When she took her hand off it was covered in dirt. “Shouldn’t we clean underneath the Pinaka?” she asked.

Shatananda laughed. “It would take at least twenty to thirty men. No mortal can pick up Shiv’s sacred bow. But we do have special tools to clean it. Come with me. I’ll get them out of the store.”

Mandavi and Shruta followed him, suddenly more eager for this task.

“Is there anyone strong enough to pick up the Pinaka?” Mandavi’s voice trailed as she prodded Shatananda. “How strong do you have to be?”

Sita’s hands were tracing the elegant design of the bow’s surface, as if trying to decipher an ancient message. I saw a sudden flicker in her eyes as her hands moved, and she scooped up the bow closer to her, trying to read the inscription. Nothing felt out of the ordinary until I noticed that I had been holding my breath. Sita had effortlessly picked up the bow that was impossible to lift for a mortal! I wanted to signal to her, but words couldn’t leave my mouth. Shatananda’s voice echoed in the hallway, “They say that kind of strength is possessed by only one man in the world. Ravan, the king of Lanka.”

A loud bang reverberated in the shastralaya. The Pinaka had fallen from my sister’s hand, back on its foundation, as she stood frozen above it.
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“Didi!”

She finally broke out of her shock. She looked at the bow confused, her hand still holding the air the bow left behind when it slipped. There were rushed footsteps in the hallway. In that moment, I knew that no one could know of this. I quickly knocked over a stand of spears in the corner and they crashed to the ground.

“What happened?” Shatananda asked, panic obvious on his face. “It sounded like the ceiling crashed.”

“I accidentally knocked over the stand. It was too dark,” I tried my most apologetic tone. Thankfully, I had a history of such clumsiness. Shatananda looked cross with me, which was a relief because it meant that he believed me. “This is no way to treat such valuable antiques, Princess. Some of these things are sacred. I understand you don’t want to do this, but such disrespect towards ancient artefacts….”

“We apologise, Shatananda ji,” Sita insisted, now somewhat recovered. “It is really very dark in here, as you can see. It could have happened to anyone.”

Shatananda walked away, mumbling about getting some deepaks lit and came back with a group of maids to assist us, not trusting us to not defile anymore weapons. Sita and I didn’t speak much for the rest of the day. It was only the sounds of wiping, dusting, sweeping and occasional words of backhanded rebuke from Shatananda. We took it all in silence, like we were meant to.

“You don’t understand the significance of some of the things in this room. But, perhaps, it isn’t your fault. If you knew where they came from, you would have more respect. The Pinaka, for instance. Do you even know how this bow got here? Do you know where it has been?”

We kept our heads bowed as an apology to him and shook them in ignorance, a signal for him to go on. The more he spoke, the faster he would let us go.

“It’s a bow that has brought wars to a stop. If it were ever fired, the universe would cease to exist. A daivi astra of this scale can end everything. It has the power of Shiv’s rage and Shakti’s wrath, capable of wiping out life in its entirety. In the wrong hands, it will mean the end of the world as we know it. It was handed to Lord Parashuram, the great Vishnu, who handed the responsibility to the four great kings of the Sapt Sindhu. The first ones to trace their lineage to Suryavanshis and Chandravanshis, the heads of ancient kingdoms like Videha, Kashi, Ujjain and Saket, now known as Ayodhya. Its powers were sucked out by the four great rishis so it could be made secure. Your father, like his ancestors, has been granted the honour to protect it. And you, as his successor, are responsible for it.”

He was looking at me, and I was hoping he would read my anxiety as shame. I had heard this story many times, but mostly in short. As Mithila’s heir, I was personally responsible for it, and all I could do was keep watching as the bow that weighed more than an elephant slipped from my sister’s fingers as it were a slippery mound of wet dough.

I wanted to talk to her, but she slipped out before I had the chance to, probably knowing that I would have questions. Maybe she didn’t have the answers either. Maybe I saw something else. How could a frail girl, whose hands wobbled under the weight of spears, pick up the Pinaka? But everyone heard the earth-shattering sound when the bow dropped.

Her maid informed me that she had gone to bed early. She was trying to avoid me, it was obvious, but I could sense fear along with her discomfort. I remembered the shock on her face, like she couldn’t believe what she had done. Like what she had done was wrong. I looked at her sleeping figure turned away from me, her mind lost in a different realm. My sister, not connected to me by blood, but a kind of unseen force that manifested itself today. It was like a curtain dropped from her soul and I could look within. But I didn’t know if I wanted to look.

Who are you? The question dropped between us and lay there. I noticed her clenching, probably in her slumber. If she was awake, then she didn’t want to face me. I turned around and prayed to Nidra to not haunt me today, I wouldn’t be able to handle it. She granted me my wish, and I was pulled into a dreamless sleep.

I woke with the smell of incense. As I tried to identify the smell, I could hear the sounds of my father’s silk dhoti as it rustled. I realised that he was singing to my sister. It was the day she was found, fourteen years ago. Normally, it called for a celebration – gifts to be distributed among the subjects, a puja in the temple built where she was found nestled in the earth. But two years ago, she refused to celebrate and requested for a tour among the subjects instead. This year, with the conference closing upon us, there was no room for such expenditure. But my father wanted to make her feel special on this day. He usually came to us on the morning of the day of our birth, wanting to tell us something he felt was important for us to understand. On my tenth birthday, he told me that I was the chosen heir, not Sita. Since then, birthdays became less enjoyable and more a state affair. Today, I just lay there as my father showered blessings on my sister. I didn’t want to intrude in their private moment but rising from bed now would ruin it too.

“And may you always be happy and prosper,” Father said, as he kissed Sita’s head. A pang of jealousy ran through me as I realised that I had never been the recipient of such tenderness.

“Baba, can I ask you a question? About my birth,” Sita asked with hesitation.

“I can tell you what I know, child,” Father said.

“Is it possible that I’m not from the Sapt Sindhu? Maybe I’m from a foreign land? Like Lanka, perhaps?”

Father exhaled like he always did before answering a question. “To be truthful, I have imagined the possibility, Sita. But there is so much about your birth we don’t know about. We found you on the outskirts of the capital. Mithila occupies the northernmost border of the Sapt Sindhu. Travelling to our kingdom from outside of the Sapt Sindhu requires months. And when we found you, you couldn’t have been more than a few days old. So, the possibility of you being Lankan are next to none.”

I couldn’t see her, but I knew that the answer didn’t bring relief to her. “Could it be possible that a Lankan travelled and gave birth to me here?”

“Again, child, that’s not possible. Lankans aren’t allowed to travel outside of their island kingdom usually. They can only travel with proper licences from the government and that too essentially for trade. And outsiders cannot enter Lanka without the permission of the king. Their rules are very strict about that. But why Lanka of all the places?” He now started sounding concerned, like he wanted to confirm something and was just waiting for her to admit it first.

But my sister laughed. “It’s all those fascinating things that they were selling in the market. Maybe I got carried away with my imagination.”

The conversation couldn’t be carried on further. There were too many things to do. The staff awaited, ready for instructions for the next of chores.

As and when the invitations kept coming in, we prepared “the list”.
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