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To every woman who has waited for justice and decided to create it herself.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Epigraph
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"She had been silent for thirteen years. Not because she had nothing to say. Because she was saving her voice for the moment when it would shake the earth."

From the secret journals of Panchali
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Prologue: The Embers Remain
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The fire in her chest did not go out during the exile. It slept. It waited. It grew stronger in the darkness.

Draupadi carried it with her every day. When she walked through the forest, the fire walked with her. When she slept on the cold ground, the fire kept her warm. When she looked at her five husbands, the fire reminded her of their silence. She did not forgive them. She did not forget. She simply used them.

Volume D begins in the ashes of the dice hall. Draupadi has lost everything. Her palace. Her jewels. Her dignity. But she has not lost her will. The thirteen years of exile are not a punishment. They are a forge. She will use them to turn herself into a weapon.

This volume is about the fire of revenge. Not the hot flame of anger that burns out quickly. The slow fire of purpose that burns until nothing is left but truth. Draupadi will gather armies. She will speak to kings. She will push her husbands toward war. And when the moment comes, she will not ask for justice. She will take it.
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Chapter One: The Forest of Ash
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The first days of exile were the hardest. Not because of hunger or cold. Because of silence.

The silence was a living thing. It followed them like a shadow. It sat on their shoulders like a weight. It filled their mouths and stopped their words before they could escape. None of them knew how to break it. None of them tried.

Draupadi led the Pandavas away from Indraprastha. She did not look back at the palace of illusions. She did not cry. She simply walked. Her feet carried her through the dust and the rocks, through the dry grass and the thorn bushes. Her white sari was already stained brown at the hem. Her hair, once braided with pearls, hung loose and tangled. She looked like a ghost. A ghost who had once been a queen.

Behind her came five men who had once been kings. Now they were nothing. Slaves who had been freed by a mother's plea. Gamblers who had lost everything. Their clothes were torn. Their faces were blank. Their eyes stared at the ground as if searching for something they had dropped and could not find.

Yudhishthira walked first, directly behind Draupadi. He was the eldest, the king, the one who had rolled the dice. His shoulders were hunched. His crown was gone. His hands, which had once held a scepter, now hung empty at his sides. He did not speak. He did not look up.

Bhima walked behind Yudhishthira. He was the strongest man in the world, but he carried no weapon now. He carried a heavy load on his back. A bundle of cloth. A water skin. A few pieces of flat bread. His muscles bulged under the weight, but he did not complain. He simply walked, his eyes fixed on his brother's back.

Arjuna walked behind Bhima. The greatest archer in the world had no bow. His fingers, which had once shot arrows through moving fish, now twitched at his sides. Every few steps, he reached for a weapon that was not there. Then he remembered. His hand dropped. He walked with his head down.

Nakula walked behind Arjuna. The most handsome man in the world had dirt on his face. His beautiful hair was matted. His perfect clothes were torn. He did not care. He looked like a man who had forgotten how to look at himself.

Sahadeva walked last. The wisest of the five, the one who read the stars, kept his eyes on the ground. He did not look at the sky. He did not want to know what the stars said about this day. He already knew. They had warned him. He had not listened.

They walked for three days without speaking. No one had the courage to break the silence. The sun burned their skin. The dust choked their lungs. The rocks cut their feet. But they did not stop. They did not rest. They simply walked.

On the first night, they found a dry riverbed. Draupadi sat on a stone. She did not eat. She did not drink. She simply sat and stared at the darkness. The Pandavas gathered around her, but no one sat close. They were afraid of her. Not of her anger. Of her stillness.

Yudhishthira approached her with a piece of bread. "Eat," he said. His voice was hoarse. He had not spoken since they left the palace.

She did not take the bread. "I am not hungry."

"Draupadi, please."

"I said I am not hungry."

He placed the bread on the stone beside her. He walked away. The bread stayed there. In the morning, it was covered in ants. Draupadi had not touched it.

On the second day, they crossed a field of sharp stones. Bhima's feet began to bleed. He did not stop. He did not complain. Arjuna tore a strip from his own shirt and wrapped it around Bhima's feet. Bhima nodded. No words were exchanged.

Draupadi saw this. She noted it. She filed it away in her memory. But she said nothing.

On the second night, they camped under a large banyan tree. The roots hung down like ropes. The leaves whispered in the wind. The Pandavas sat in a circle. They looked at each other. They looked at Draupadi. No one spoke.

Yudhishthira tried again. "We need to talk about what happened."

"No," Draupadi said. "We do not."

"But we cannot just walk in silence forever."

"We can. And we will. Until I decide otherwise."

She turned her back to them. She lay down on the hard ground. She closed her eyes. The others did the same. No one slept.

On the third day, they entered a dense forest. The trees were tall and old. Their branches blocked the sun. The air was cool and damp. The sound of birds echoed through the leaves. It was beautiful. But no one saw the beauty. They saw only the path ahead.

Late in the afternoon, Draupadi stopped in a clearing. The trees opened up to the sky. The sun was setting, painting the clouds orange and red. A small stream ran along the edge of the clearing. The water was clear and cold. The grass was green and soft.

She turned to face her husbands. Five men standing in a line, waiting for her to speak.

"This is our home now," she said. Her voice was calm. There was no anger in it. There was no sadness. There was only stone. Cold, hard, unbreakable stone. "Build it."

Yudhishthira looked at the clearing. He looked at the stream. He looked at the trees. Then he looked at his hands. Empty hands. "We have no tools. No food. No shelter."

"Then find them." Her voice did not change. It was flat. Final. "You are kings. You are warriors. You survived the forest before. You will survive it again. I will not do everything for you this time."

She walked to a large tree at the edge of the clearing. Its trunk was
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