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      Who is your sister? I am she.


      Who is your mother? I am she.


      Day dawns the same for you and me.

    

  

      
        
		 
          From Innanas Journey to Hell,

          3rd Millennium BCE,

          translated from Sumerian by N. K. Sandars
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  Through the long, lonely years of my childhood, when my fathers palace seemed to tighten its grip around me until I couldnt breathe, I would go to my nurse and
  ask for a story. And though she knew many wondrous and edifying tales, the one I made her tell me over and over was the story of my birth. I think I liked it so much because it made me feel
  special, and in those days there was little else in my life that did. Perhaps Dhai Ma realized this. Perhaps that was why she agreed to my demands even though we both knew I should be using my time
  more gainfully, in ways more befitting the daughter of King Drupad, ruler of Panchaal, one of the richest kingdoms in the continent of Bharat.


  The story inspired me to make up fancy names for myself: Offspring of Vengeance, or the Unexpected One. But Dhai Ma puffed out her cheeks at my tendency to drama, calling me the Girl Who
  Wasnt Invited. Who knows, perhaps she was more accurate than I.


  This winter afternoon, sitting cross-legged in the meager sunlight that managed to find its way through my slit of a window, she said, When your brother stepped out of the sacrificial
  fire onto the cold stone slabs of the palace hall, all the assembly cried out in amazement.


  She was shelling peas. I watched her flashing fingers with envy, wishing she would let me help. But Dhai Ma had very specific ideas about activities that were appropriate for princesses.


  An eyeblink later, she continued, when you emerged from the fire, our jaws dropped. It was so quiet, you could have heard a housefly fart.


  I reminded her that flies do not perform that particular bodily function.


  She smiled her squint-eyed, cunning smile. Child, the things you dont know would fill the milky ocean where Lord Vishnu sleepsand spill over its edges.


  I considered being offended, but I wanted to hear the story. So I held my tongue, and after a moment she picked up the tale again.


  Wed been praying for thirty days, from sun-up to sundown. All of us: your father, the hundred priests hed invited to Kampilya to perform the fire ceremony, headed by that
  shifty-eyed pair, Yaja and Upayaja, the queens, the ministers, and of course the servants. Wed been fasting, toonot that we were given a choicejust one meal, each evening, of
  flattened rice soaked in milk. King Drupad wouldnt eat even that. He only drank water carried up from the holy Ganga, so that the gods would feel obligated to answer his prayers.


  What did he look like?


  He was thin as the point of a sword, and hard like it, too. You could count every bone on him. His eyes, sunk deep into their sockets, glittered like black pearls. He could barely hold up
  his head, but of course he wouldnt remove that monstrosity of a crown that no one has ever seen him withoutnot even his wives, Ive heard, not even in bed.


  Dhai Ma had a good eye for detail. Father was, even now, much the same, though ageand the belief that he was finally close to getting what hed wanted for so longhad softened
  his impatience.


  Some people, she continued, thought he was going to die, but I had no such fears. Anyone who wanted revenge as badly as your royal father did wouldnt let go of body
  and breath so easily. She chewed ruminatively on a handful of peas.


  Finally, I prompted her, it was the thirtieth day.


  And I for one was heartily thankful. Milk and rice husk is all very well for priests and widows, but give me fish curry with green chilies and tamarind pickle any day! Besides, my throat
  was scraped raw from gabbling all those unpronounceable Sanskrit words. And my buttocks, I swear, they were flat as chapatis from sitting on that freezing stone floor.


  But I was scared, too, and stealing a glance here and there, I saw I wasnt the only one. What if the fire ceremony didnt work the way the scriptures had claimed it would?
  Would King Drupad put us all to death, claiming we hadnt prayed hard enough? Once Id have laughed if someone had suggested our king might do that. But things had changed since the day
  when Drona appeared at court.


  I wanted to ask about Drona, but I knew what shed say.


  Impatient as mustard seeds sputtering in oil, thats what you are, even though youre old enough to be married off any day now! Each story will come in its time.


  So when your royal father stood up and poured that last pot of ghee into the flames, we all held our breath. I prayed harder than Id ever done in my lifethough it
  wasnt for your brother I was praying, not exactly. Kallu, who was cooks apprentice then, had been courting me, and I didnt want to die before Id experienced the joys of
  having a man in my bed. But now that weve been married for seven years Here Dhai Ma paused to snort at the folly of her younger self.


  If she got onto the subject of Kallu, I wouldnt hear the rest of the story today.


  Then the smoke rose, I interjected, with experienced dexterity.


  She allowed herself to be pulled back into the tale. Yes, and a spiraling, nasty-smelling black smoke it was, with voices in it. The voices said, Here is the son you asked for.
  Hell bring you the vengeance you desire, but itll break your life in two.


  I dont care about that, your father said. Give him to me.


  And then your brother stepped from the fire.


  I sat up straight to listen better. I loved this part of the story. What did he look like?


  He was a true prince, that one! His brow was noble. His face shone like gold. Even his clothes were golden. He stood tall and unafraid, though he couldnt have been more than five
  years old. But his eyes troubled me. They were too soft. I said to myself, How can this boy avenge King Drupad? How can he kill a fearsome warrior like Drona?


  I worried about my brother, too, though in a different way. He would succeed in completing the task he was born for, I had no doubt of that. He did everything with such meticulous care. But what
  would it do to him?


  I didnt want to think of it. I said, And then?


  Dhai Ma made a face. Cant wait till you appear, eh, Madam Full of Yourself? Then she relented.


  Even before wed finished cheering and clapping, even before your father had a chance to greet your brother, you appeared. You were as dark as he was fair, as hasty as he was calm.
  Coughing from the smoke, tripping over the hem of your sari, grabbing for his hand and almost sending him tumbling, too


  But we didnt fall!


  No. Somehow you managed to hold each other up. And then the voices came again. They said, Behold, we give you this girl, a gift beyond what you asked for. Take good care of her, for
  she will change the course of history.


   Change the course of history! Did they really say that?


  Dhai Ma shrugged. Thats what the priests claimed. Who can tell for sure? You know how sounds boom and echo in that hall. The king looked startled, but then he picked the two of you
  up, holding you close to his chest. For the first time in years, I saw him smile. He said to your brother, I name you Dhristadyumna. He said to you, I name you Draupadi. And then we
  had the best feast this kingdom has ever seen.


  As Dhai Ma counted out the feast foods on her fingers, smacking her lips in happy remembrance, my attention veered to the meaning of the names our father chose. Dhristadyumna, Destroyer of
  Enemies. Draupadi, Daughter of Drupad.


  Dhris name fell within the bounds of acceptabilitythough if I were his parent I might have picked a more cheerful appellation, like Celestial Victor, or Light of the Universe. But
  Daughter of Drupad? Granted, he hadnt been expecting me, but couldnt my father have come up with something a little less egoistic? Something more suited to a girl who was supposed to
  change history?


  I answered to Draupadi for the moment because I had no choice. But in the long run, it would not do. I needed a more heroic name.


  Nights, after Dhai Ma had retired to her quarters, I lay on my high, hard bed with its massive posts and watched the oil lamp fling flickery shadows against the pocked stone of the walls. I
  thought of the prophecy then, with yearning and fear. I wanted it to be true. But did I have the makings of a heroinecourage, perseverance, an unbending will? And shut up as I was inside
  this mausoleum of a palace, how would history even find me?


  But most of all I thought of something that Dhai Ma didnt know, something that ate at me like the rust corroding the bars on my window: what really happened when I stepped from the
  fire.


  If there were voices, as Dhai Ma claimed, prophesying my life in a garbled roar, they hadnt come yet. The orange lick of flames fell away; the air was suddenly cold. The ancient hall
  smelled of incense, and under it, an older smell: war-sweat and hatred. A gaunt, glittering man walked toward my brother and me as we stood hand in hand. He held out his armsbut for my
  brother alone. It was only my brother he meant to raise up to show to his people. Only my brother that he wanted. Dhri wouldnt let go of me, however, nor I of him. We clung together so
  stubbornly that my father was forced to pick us both up together.


  I didnt forget that hesitation, even though in the years that followed King Drupad was careful to fulfill his fatherly duty and provide me with everything he believed a princess should
  have. Sometimes, when I pressed him, he even allowed me privileges he kept from his other daughters. In his own harsh and obsessive way, he was generous, maybe even indulgent. But I couldnt
  forgive him that initial rejection. Perhaps that was why, as I grew from a girl into a young woman, I didnt trust him completely.


  I turned the resentment I couldnt express toward my father onto his palace. I hated the thick gray slabs of the wallsmore suited to a fortress than a kings
  residencethat surrounded our quarters, their tops bristling with sentries. I hated the narrow windows, the mean, dimly lit corridors, the uneven floors that were always damp, the massive,
  severe furniture from generations ago that was sized more for giants than men. I hated most of all that the grounds had neither trees nor flowers. King Drupad believed the former to be a hazard to
  security, obscuring the vision of the sentries. The latter he saw no use forand what my father did not find useful, he removed from his life.


  Staring down from my rooms at the bare compound stretching below, Id feel dejection settle on my shoulders like a shawl of iron. When I had my own palace, I promised myself, it would be
  totally different. I closed my eyes and imagined a riot of color and sound, birds singing in mango and custard apple orchards, butterflies flitting among jasmines, and in the midst of itbut
  I could not imagine yet the shape that my future home would take. Would it be elegant as crystal? Solidly precious, like a jewel-studded goblet? Delicate and intricate, like gold filigree? I only
  knew that it would mirror my deepest being. There I would finally be at home.


  My years in my fathers house would have been unbearable had I not had my brother. I never forgot the feel of his hand clutching mine, his refusal to abandon me. Perhaps he and I would
  have been close even otherwise, segregated as we were in the palace wing our father had set aside for uswhether from caring or fear I was never sure. But that first loyalty made us
  inseparable. We shared our fears of the future with each other, shielded each other with fierce protectiveness from a world that regarded us as not quite normal, and comforted each other in our
  loneliness. We never spoke of what each one meant to the otherDhri was uncomfortable with effusiveness. But sometimes I wrote him letters in my head, looping the words into extravagant
  metaphors. Ill love you, Dhri, until the great Brahman draws the universe back into Himself as a spider does its web.


  I didnt know then how sorely that love would be tested, or how much it would cost both of us.
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  Perhaps the reason Krishna and I got along so well was that we were both severely dark-skinned. In a society that looked down its patrician nose on anything except
  milk-and-almond hues, this was considered most unfortunate, especially for a girl. I paid for it by spending hour upon excruciating hour being slathered in skin-whitening unguents and scrubbed with
  numerous exfoliants by my industrious nurse. But finally shed given up in despair. I, too, might have despaired if it hadnt been for Krishna.


  It was clear that Krishna, whose complexion was even darker than mine, didnt consider his color a drawback. Id heard the stories about how hed charmed his way into the
  hearts of the women of his hometown of Vrindavanall 16,000 of them! And then there was the affair of Princess Rukmini, one of the great beauties of our time. Shed sent him a most
  indecorous love letter asking him to marry her (to which hed promptly and chivalrously responded by carrying her off in his chariot). He had other wives, tooover a hundred, at last
  count. Could the nobility of Kampilya be wrong? Could darkness have its own magnetism?


  When I was fourteen, I gathered up enough courage to ask Krishna if he thought that a princess afflicted with a skin so dark that people termed it blue was capable of changing history. He
  smiled. That was how he often answered my questions, with an enigmatic smile that forced me to do my own thinking. But this time he must have sensed my confused distress, for he added a few
  words.


  A problem becomes a problem only if you believe it to be so. And often others see you as you see yourself.


  I regarded this oblique advice with some suspicion. It sounded too easy to be true. But when the festival of Lord Shiva approached, I decided to give it a try.


  On this particular night each year, the royal family would go in a processionthe men in front, the women behindto a Shiva temple and offer their prayers. We didnt go
  farthe temple was situated within the palace grounds. Still, it was a grand spectacle, with the entire court and many of the prominent citizens of Kampilya accompanying us, dressed in their
  glittery bestexactly the kind of event that brought out my worst anxieties. Id make excuses of ill health so I could stay in my room, but Dhai Ma saw through them and forced me to
  participate. Miserable among a crush of women who chattered among themselves and ignored me, Id try to make myself invisible. The other princesses with their bright faces and cheerful banter
  made me feel doubly awkward as I slouched behind them, wishing Dhri were with me. If someone addressed mea guest or a newcomer, usually, who didnt know who I wasI tended to
  blush and stammer and (yes, even at this age) trip over the edge of my sari.


  But this year I allowed a delighted Dhai Ma to dress me in a sea-blue silk light as foam, to weave flowers into my braid, to place diamonds in my ears. I examined Queen Sulochana, the youngest
  and prettiest of my fathers wives, as she walked ahead of me, carrying a platter filled with garlands for the god. I observed the confident sway of her hips, the elegant grace with which she
  inclined her head in response to a greeting. I, too, am beautiful, I told myself, holding Krishnas words in my mind. I tried the same gestures and found them surprisingly easy. When
  noblewomen came up and complimented me on my looks, I thanked them as though I was used to such praise. People stood back, deferential, as I passed. I raised my chin proudly and showed off the line
  of my neck as young courtiers whispered among themselves, asking each other who I was, and where Id been secreted all these years. A visiting bard stared at me admiringly. Later, he would
  make up a song about my unique comeliness. The song caught public fancy; other songs followed; word traveled to many kingdoms about the amazing princess of Panchaal, as mesmerizing as the
  ceremonial flames she was born from. Overnight, I who had been shunned for my strangeness became a celebrated beauty!


  Krishna was much amused by the turn of events. When he came to visit, he teased me by playing the tunes of the most extravagant songs on his flute. But when I tried to thank him, he acted as
  though he didnt know what I was talking about.


  . . .


  There were other stories about Krishna. How hed been born in a dungeon where his uncle Kamsa had imprisoned his parents with the intention of killing him at birth. How, in spite of the
  many prison guards, hed been miraculously spirited away to safety in Gokul. How, in infancy, he killed a demoness who tried to poison him with her breast milk. How he lifted up Mount
  Govardhan to shelter his people from a deluge that would have drowned them. I didnt pay too much attention to the stories, some of which claimed that he was a god, descended from celestial
  realms to save the faithful. People loved to exaggerate, and there was nothing like a dose of the supernatural to spice up the drudgery of facts. But I admitted this much: there was something
  unusual about him.


  Krishna couldnt have visited us often. He had his own kingdom in distant Dwarka to rule, and his many wives to placate. Additionally, he was involved in the affairs of several monarchies.
  He was known for his pragmatic intelligence, and kings liked to call on him for counsel. Yet whenever I had a serious question, something I couldnt ask Dhri, who was too straightforward for
  the knotted ways of the world, it seemed that Krishna was always there to provide an answer. And that too is a puzzle: why did my father allow him to visit me freely when he had kept me segregated
  from other men and women?


  I was fascinated by Krishna because I couldnt decipher him. I fancied myself an astute observer of people and had already analyzed the other important people in my life. My father was
  obsessed by pride and the dream of getting even. He had absolute notions of right and wrong and adhered to them rigidly. (This made him a fair ruler, but not a beloved one.) His weakness was that
  he cared too much about what people might say about the royal house of Panchaal. Dhai Ma loved gossip, laughter, comfort, good food and drink, and, in her own way, power. (She routinely terrorized
  the lower servantsand, I suspect, Kalluwith her razor tongue.) Her weakness was her inability to say no to me. Dhri was the noblest of all the people I knew. He had a sincere love of
  virtue but, sadly, almost no sense of humor. He was overly protective of me (but I forgave him that). His weakness was that he believed completely in his destiny and had resigned himself to
  fulfilling it.


  But Krishna was a chameleon. With our father, he was all astute politics, advising him on ways to strengthen his kingdom. He commended Dhri on his skill with the sword but encouraged him to
  spend more time on the arts. He delighted Dhai Ma with his outrageous compliments and earthy jests. And me? Some days he teased me until he reduced me to tears. On other days he gave me lessons on
  the precarious political situation of the continent of Bharat, and chastised me if my attention wandered. He asked me what I thought of my place in the world as a woman and a princessand
  then challenged my rather traditional beliefs. He brought me news of the world that no one else cared to give me, the world that I was starving foreven news that I suspected would be
  considered improper for the ears of a young woman. And all the while he watched me carefully, as though for a sign.


  But this I would recognize later. At that time, I only knew that I adored the way he laughed for no reason, quirking up an eyebrow. I often forgot that he was much older than me. Sometimes he
  dispensed with his kingly jewels and wore only a peacock feather in his hair. He was fond of yellow silk, which he claimed went well with his complexion. He listened with attention to my opinions
  even though he usually ended up disagreeing. He had been a friend of my fathers for many years; he was genuinely fond of my brother; but I had the impression that it was I whom he really
  came to see. He called me by a special name, the female form of his own: Krishnaa. It had two meanings: the dark one, or the one whose attraction cant be resisted. Even after
  he returned to Dwarka, the notes of his flute lingered in the walls of our cheerless quartersmy only comfort as Dhri was called away more and more to his princely duties, and I was left
  behind.
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  It was my turn to play storyteller. And so I began. But was began the right word? Hadnt Dhri and I been telling each other this story ever since we were old
  enough to realize the menace at its heart?


  Once a boy came running in from play and asked, Mother, what is milk? My friends say it is creamy and white and has the sweetest taste, second only to the nectar of the gods. Please, mother,
  I want milk to drink.


  The mother, who was too poor to buy milk, mixed some flour in water, added jaggery, and gave it to the boy.


  The boy drank it and danced in joy, saying, Now I, too, know what milk tastes like!


  And the mother, who through all the years of her hardship had never shed a tear, wept at his trust and her deception.


  . . .


  For hours the storm had flung itself at our walls. The ill-fitting shutters that covered the windows hadnt managed to keep out the gusts of freezing rain. The floor was slippery with
  wetness and the carpet at our feet sodden. I sighed, knowing it would smell of mold for weeks. The lamps flickered, threatening to abandon us to darkness. From time to time, a moth dived into a
  flame with a sizzling sound, a brief burning smell. On such nights, when the sudden crack of thunder flung our hearts up and down in startled exhilaration, Dhri and I told each other stories to
  keep our minds occupied. For though our days were overcrowded with lessons, our evenings stretched before us bare as a desert. The only one who ever shattered their monotony by his visits was
  Krishna. But he came and went without warning, taking mischievous pleasure in his unpredictability. The stories kept us from wondering too much about the rest of Drupads familyhis
  queens, and the other children whom we saw only on state occasions. What were they doing? Was our father in their lighted, laughing chambers? Why didnt he invite us to join them?


  Dhri shook his head. No! No! The story must start earlier. Very well, I said, hiding a smile. When King Sagar discovered that his ancestors had been burnt to
  ashes by the anger of the great mendicant Kapil . . .


  At other times my brother took my teasing equably, but now it irritated him. It was as though the story made him regress into a younger, more anxious self. Youre wasting
  time, he scowled. You know thats too early. Start with the two boys, the other ones.


  . . .


  Once in an innocent time, the son of a brahmin and the son of a king were sent to the ashram of a great sage to study. Here they spent many years together, growing into the best of friends,
  and when it was time for each to return to his home, they wept.


  The prince said to his schoolmate, Drona, I will never forget you.


  Come to me when I become king of Panchaal, and all I have will be yours as well.


  The brahmin embraced the prince and said, Dear Drupad, your friendship means more to me than all the riches in the treasury of the gods. I will hold your words in my heart forever.


  Each went his way, the prince to learn the ways of the court, the brahmin to study further with Parasuram, the renowned scholar-warrior. He mastered the arts of war, married a virtuous woman,
  and had a beautiful son. Though poor, he was proud of his learning and dreamed often of the day when he would teach his son all he knew.


  Until one day the boy came home from play asking for milk, and his wife wept.


  . . .


  Were the stories we told each other true? Who knows? At the best of times, a story is a slippery thing. Certainly no one had told us this particular one, though it was the tale we most needed to
  know. It was, after all, the reason for our existence. Wed had to cobble it together from rumors and lies, dark hints Dhai Ma let fall, and our own agitated imaginings. Perhaps that was why
  it changed with each telling. Or is that the nature of all stories, the reason for their power?


  Dhri was still dissatisfied. Youre looking at the story through the wrong window, he said. Youve got to close it and open a different one. Here, Ill do
  it.


  . . .


  A young prince inherited a troubled kingdom, a court filled with intrigue, legacy of a complacent king who had trusted his nobles too much. After much strife and bloodshed, when the son
  managed to establish his power over these same nobles, he promised himself that he would not repeat his fathers error. He ruled well but watchfully, making closer friends with justice than with
  mercy. And always he listened for whispers and mocking laughter, which to him were the forerunners of insurgence.


  . . .


  Youre too partial, I complained. Youre always trying to make him look good, pretending he wasnt at fault.


  He shrugged. He is our father, after all! He deserves some partiality!


  Im taking back the story, I said.


  . . .


  One day, while the king held court, a brahmin came into the hall and stood in front of him. The king was surprised to see that though his clothes were threadbare, the man did not look like a
  supplicant. He stood as straight as aflame, his head held high, his eyes shining like agates. A submerged memory half rose in the kings mind, and sank again. Around him he could hear
  murmurs, courtiers wondering who the stranger was. He ordered a councillor to lead the stranger to the treasury, where each day gifts were given to the needy, but the brahmin shook off the
  mans hand.


  Drupad, he said, his voice reverberating through the hall, I am no beggar! I come to hold you to your promise of friendship. Once you asked that I should come and live with you, that all you
  had would be mine also. I do not want your riches, but I ask that you find a place for me at your court. You will gain much from this, for I will share with you the secret science of warfare that
  my guru taught me. No enemy would dare to approach Panchaal with me at your side.


  I paused, knowing Dhri wanted the next part.


  . . .


  Like lightning an image etched itself against the kings eyelids, two boys embracing, wiping their tears at parting time. That old, dear name was on his tongue, Drona. But behind
  him, people were laughing, pointing at the mad brahminfor surely he was mad to speak with such presumption to the king!


  If Drupad acknowledged him, if he stepped down from the royal dais and took him by the hand, would they laugh at him, too? Would they think him weak and fanciful, unfit to rule?


  He could not risk it.


  Brahmin, he said sternly, how can a learned man such as you claim to bespeak such folly? Do you not know that friendship is possible only between equals? Go to the treasury door, and the
  gatekeeper will see to it that you get enough alms to live a comfortable life.


  Drona stared at him for a moment. Drupad thought he could see his body shaking with rage and disbelief. He braced himself, thinking he would shoutlay a curse upon him, maybe, like
  brahmins were known to do. But Drona merely turned on his heel and left. None of the courtiers, when questioned later, knew where he went.


  For days, weeks, perhaps months, Drupad could not taste anything he ate. Regret layered his mouth like mud. At night, lying sleepless, he considered sending messengers across the country,
  secretly, in search of his friend. In the morning it always seemed a foolish notion.


  Dhri stopped. Having shaped our fathers motivations the way he wished them to be, he was willing to let me tell the rest.


  . . .


  Time is the great eraser, both of sorrow and of joy. In time, the incident grew dim in Drupads memory. In time, he married and fathered children, though none turned out to be as gifted
  a warrior as he had hoped. The old rebellious nobles died or retired to their ancestral villages. The new ones respected or feared him, so that he believed himself to be safe. For him this was the
  same as happiness.


  Until one dawn, before the sun was up, he was awakened by the sentries on the palace walls blowing their horns. The Kaurava army was at the gates of Kampilya.


  Drupad was mystified. Hed had little to do with the Kaurava clan, whose kingdom lay to the northwest, in Hastinapur. From what hed heard, their blind ruler, Dhritarashtra, was a
  quiet, careful man. Why would they attack him without provocation? He gathered his own formidable forces, and when he marched on the intruders, he was further mystified to find that the leaders of
  the foray were mere teenagersthe Kaurava princes, he gathered. What folly had possessed them? It was easy enough to rout their army. But as he turned his chariot back in victory, a new
  chariot approached him, moving so fast that he could not tell from where it came. A cloud of arrows flew from it, darkening the entire sky, cutting Drupad off from his army and causing his horses
  to rear up in alarm. Before his charioteer could calm them, a young man had leaped from the other chariot onto his. His sword was at Drupads throat.


  We do not wish to harm you, the young man said. But you must come with my brothers and myself as our prisoner.


  . . .


  Dhri laid a finger on my lips. For some paradoxical reason, he wanted to narrate the moment that pained him most, that laid bare his longing.


  Even in mortal danger, Drupad could not but admire the young manhis poise, his courtesy, his skill at arms. A fleeting yearning rose up in him: if only he were my son.


  Dont say that! I interrupted angrily. Youre the best son a father could ever desire. Arent you giving up your entire life to get King Drupad what he
  wantssenseless though it is? Go on with the story, he said.


  . . .


  Who are you? Drupad asked. And why have you attacked me when I have no enmity with you?


  I am Arjun, son of the late King Pandu, the young man said. I have captured you at my gurus bidding.


  Who is your guru?


  A flash of proud love illumined Arjuns face. He is the greatest teacher of warcraft, he said. He taught us princes for many years. Now our studies are complete, and for his dakshina he
  has asked that we capture you. You must know of him. His name is Drona.


  . . .


  I paused here to picture the moment. How would Arjun have looked? How would he move? Was he good-looking as well as brave? Krishna, to whom he was related through some convoluted family tie, had
  mentioned his many accomplishments from time to time, piquing my interest. Though I would never confess this to Dhri (I sensed his unspoken jealousy), for me Arjun was the most exciting part of the
  story.


  Dhri nudged me with a scowl. He was good at guessing my thoughts. Go on.


  . . .


  A king was made to kneel at the feet of a brahmin.


  A brahmin said to a king, Your land and life belong to me. Who is the beggar now?


  A king said, Kill me, but do not mock me.


  A brahmin said, But I do not wish to kill you. I wish to be your friend. And since you said that friendship was possible only between equals, I needed a kingdom. Now I will give you back half
  your land. South of the river Ganga, you will rule. The north will belong to me. Are we not truly equal, then?


  A brahmin embraced a king, a king embraced a brahmin. And the anger that the brahmin had carried smoldering within him all these years left his body with his out-breath in the form of dark
  vapor, and he was at peace. But the king saw the vapor and knew it for what it was. Eagerly, he opened his mouth and swallowed it. It would fuel him for the rest of his life.


  . . .


  I was hoping Dhri would let it be, but he was like a hunting dog at a boars throat: And then?


  Suddenly I was tired and heartsick. I thought, I shouldnt have chosen this story. Every time I spoke it, it embedded itself deeper into my brothers flesh, for a story gains power
  with retelling. It deepened his belief in the inevitability of a destiny he might have otherwise sidestepped: to kill Drona. Yet like a scab that children pick at until it falls to bleeding,
  neither of us could leave it alone.


  And then you were called into the world, Dhri. So that what started with milk could end one day in blood.


  There was more to the story. Whose blood, and when, and how many times. All that, however, I would learn much later.


  What do you think Drona looks like? Dhri asked.


  But I had no idea.


  . . .


  Years later, after my marriage, I met Drona in the Kaurava court. He held our handsfor Dhri was with me, tooin his firm grasp and looked into us with his hooded eagle eyes. He knew
  of the prophecies by then. Everyone did. Still, with great courtesy, he said, Welcome, son. Welcome, daughter. I was breathless, unable to reply. Behind me, Dhri made a small sound in his throat.
  And I knew that he saw what I saw: Drona looked exactly like our father.
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  What is the form of the world?


  The prince recited, Above are the heavens, abode of Indra and the gods who sit around his throne. There, in the center of the seven worlds peopled by celestial beings, lies the milky
  ocean on which Vishnu sleeps, waking only when the earth grows overburdened with unrighteousness. Below it stretches our earth, which would tumble into the great void if it were not supported upon
  the hoods of Sesha, the thousand-headed serpent. Further below is the underworld, where the demons, who hate the light of the sun, have their kingdom.


  The tutor asked, What is the origin of the four castes?


  When the Supreme Being manifested Himself, the brahmin was born from his head, the kshatriya from his arm, the vaishya from his thigh, and the sudra from his foot.


  What therefore is the duty of the kshatriya?


  The warrior-king must honor men of wisdom, treat other kings with the respect due to equals, and rule his people with a firm yet merciful hand. In war he should be fierce and fearless
  until death, for the warrior who dies on the battlefield goes to the highest of heavens. He must protect anyone who seeks refuge with him, be generous to the needy, and keep his given word though
  it lead to his destruction.


  And . . . ?


  My brother faltered, forcing me to offer assistance from behind the curtain. Forefathers, I hissed. Vengeance.


  And most of all, Dhri took a breath and continued, he must bring renown to his forefathers by avenging the honor of his family.


  Through the gauze of the curtain I could see the tutor frown. The holy thread that hung across his bony chest quivered with agitation. Though he was alarmingly learned, he wasnt much
  older than us. The curtain was there because otherwise my presence flustered him so much that he was quite unable to teach.


  O great prince, he said now, kindly ask your sister princess to refrain from prompting you. She is not helping you to learn. Will she be sitting behind you in your chariot
  in battle when you need to remember these important precepts? Perhaps it is best if she no longer joins us during your studies.


  He was always trying to discourage me from attending Dhris lessonsand he wasnt the only one. At first, no matter how much I begged, King Drupad had balked at the thought of
  me studying with my brother. A girl being taught what a boy was supposed to learn? Such a thing had never been heard of in the royal family of Panchaal! Only when Krishna insisted that the prophecy
  at my birth required me to get an education beyond what women were usually given, and that it was the kings duty to provide this to me, did he agree with reluctance. Even Dhai Ma, my
  accomplice in so many other areas of my life, regarded the lessons with misgiving. She complained that they were making me too hardheaded and argumentative, too manlike in my speech. Dhri, too,
  sometimes wondered if I wasnt learning the wrong things, ideas that would only confuse me as I took up a womans life with its prescribed, restrictive laws. But I hungered to know
  about the amazing, mysterious world that extended past what I could imagine, the world of the senses and of that which lay beyond them. And so I refused to give up the lessons, no matter who
  disapproved.


  Now, not wanting to antagonize the tutor further, I made my voice contrite. Respected teacher, my apologies. I promise not to interrupt again.


  The tutor stared fixedly at the ground. Great prince, kindly remind your sister that last week, too, she promised us the same thing.


  Dhri hid his smile. Most learned one, please forgive her. As you know, being a girl, she is cursed with a short memory. Additionally, she is of an impulsive nature, a failing in many
  females. Perhaps you could instruct her as to the conduct expected of a kshatriya woman?


  The tutor shook his head. That is not my area of expertise, for it is not fitting that a celibate should think too much on the ways of women, who are the path to ruin. It would be better
  if the princess learns such thingsand others as wellfrom the large and daunting lady who is her nurse and who can, one hopes, discipline her better than I. I will recommend this
  excellent course of action to your royal father.


  I was dismayed by this sudden turn in events. No doubt my father, armed with the tutors complaints, would try once again to dissuade me from attending the lessons. Now wed spend a
  great deal of time arguingrather, he would rant and I would be forced to listen. Or worse: he would order me to stop, and I would be forced to obey.


  Additionally, I resented the tutors declaration that women were the root of all the worlds troubles. Perhaps that was why, when he gathered up his palm leaf manuscripts and rose to
  leave, I pushed the curtain aside and gave him a brilliant smile as I bowed. The effect was better than I had hoped. He jumped as though stung; manuscripts fell, helter-skelter, from his hands. I
  had to pull the end of my sari over my face to hide my laughter, although I knew there would be trouble later. But inside a current surged through me at the discovery of a power I didnt know
  I had.


  Dhri shot me a remonstrative look as he helped the tutor pick everything up. Later he would say, Did you have to do that!


  He was being so difficult. And all those things he accused women ofyou know theyre not true!


  Id expected my brother to agree but instead he gave me a considering look. With a shock I realized that he was changing.


  Besides, it was just a smile! I continued, but with less confidence.


  The problem with you is, youre too pretty for your own good. Itll get you into trouble with men sooner or later, if youre not careful. No wonder Fathers been
  worrying about what to do with you.


  I was surprisedfirst at the news that my father spared me any thought, and second at my brothers compliment, backhanded though it was. Dhri never commented on my looks; nor did he
  encourage me to comment on his. Such useless talk, he believed, made people vain. Was this another sign of change?


  But I merely said, How is it that Father never worries about you? Is it because youre so ugly?


  My brother refused to rise to the bait. Boys are different from girls, he said with stolid patience. When will you accept that?


  . . .


  In revenge, the tutor shot a last comment at me from behind the safety of the door that led to the passage. Prince, I have recalled one rule of conduct which you may tell your sister: A
  kshatriya womans highest purpose in life is to support the warriors in her life: her father, brother, husband, and sons. If they should be called to war, she must be happy that they have the
  opportunity to fulfill a heroic destiny. Instead of praying for their safe return, she must pray that they die with glory on the battlefield.


  And who decided that a womans highest purpose was to support men? I burst out as soon as we were alone. A man, I would wager! Myself, I plan on doing other things
  with my life.


  Dhri smiled, but halfheartedly. The tutor wasnt totally wrong. When I leave for the final battle, thats what Id like you to pray for.


  The word moved over me like a finger of ice. Not if but when. With what chill acceptance my brother spoke it. He left the room before I could contradict him.


  I thought of the husband and sons that everyone assumed I would have someday. The husband I couldnt visualize, but the sons I imagined as miniature versions of Dhri, with the same
  straight, serious eyebrows. I promised myself Id never pray for their deaths. Id teach them, instead, to be survivors. And why was a battle necessary at all? Surely there were other
  ways to glory, even for men? Id teach them to search for those.


  I wished I could teach this to Dhri as well, but I feared it was too late. Already he had started thinking like the men around him, embracing the world of the court with open arms. And I? Each
  day I thought less and less like the women around me. Each day I moved further from them into a dusky solitude.


  . . .


  Dhri was given other lessons, though these I couldnt share. Late mornings, he fought with sword and spear and mace with the commander of the Panchaal army. He learned to wrestle, to ride
  horses and elephants, to manage a chariot in case his charioteer was killed in battle. From the nishad who was my fathers chief hunter, he learned archery and the ways of forest people: how
  to survive without food or water, how to read the spoor of animals. In the afternoons, he sat in court and observed my father dispensing justice. Eveningsfor a king must know how to use his
  leisure appropriatelyhe played dice with other noble-born youth, or attended quail fights, or went boating. He visited the homes of courtesans, where he partook of drink, music, dance, and
  other pleasures. We never discussed these visits, though sometimes I spied on him when he returned late at night, his lips reddened from alaktaka, a garland around his neck. I spent hours imagining
  the woman who had placed it there. But no matter how much sura he drank or lotus fiber he ate, each morning my brother was up before daybreak. From my window I would see him bathe, shivering, in
  the cold water he insisted on drawing, himself, from our courtyard cistern, ignoring Dhai Mas remonstrations. I would hear him chanting prayers to the sun. O great son of Kashyap, colored
  like the hibiscus, O light of lights, destroyer of disease and sin, I bow to you. And then, from the Manu Samhita, He who has not conquered himself, how will that king conquer
  enemies?


  Some evenings, Dhri didnt go out. Instead, closeted in with one minister or another, he learned statecraft: the art of preserving a kingdom, of strengthening its borders, of allying with
  other rulersor subduing them without battle, of recognizing spies who may have wormed their way into the palace. He learned also the differences between righteous and unrighteous war, and
  when to use each. These were the lessons I most envied him, the lessons that conferred power. They were the ones I needed to know if I were to change history. And so I cajoled Dhri shamelessly,
  forcing him to share reluctant bits with me.


  In righteous war, you fight only with men that are your equal in rank. You dont attack your enemies at night, or when theyre retreating or unarmed. You dont strike
  them on the back or below the navel. You use your celestial astras only on warriors who themselves have such weapons.


  What about unrighteous war?


  You dont need to know about that! my brother said. Ive told you too much already. Why do you want all this information, anyway?


  . . .


  One day I said, Tell me about the celestial astras.


  I didnt think hed agree, but he shrugged. I guess theres no harm in telling you, since youll never have anything to do with them. Theyre weapons that
  must be invoked with special chants. They come from the gods and return to them after being used. The most powerful ones can be used only once in a warriors lifetime.


  Do you have an astra? Can I see it?


  They cant be seen, not until youve called them. And then you must use them right away; otherwise their power might turn against you. They say that some, like the Brahmastra,
  wrongly used, can destroy all of creation. In any case, I dont have anynot yet.


  I had my suspicions about the existence of such astras. They sounded too much like tales old soldiers would make up to impress novices.


  Oh, theyre real enough! he said. For instance, when Arjun captured our father, he used the Rajju astra to enclose him in an invisible net. Thats the reason the
  Panchaal forces couldnt rescue him, even though he was only a spears length away. But very few teachers know the art of summoning them. Thats why Father has decided that when
  the time is right I must go to Drona in Hastinapur and ask him to accept me as his student.


  I stared at him in shock. Surely he was joking! But my brother never joked.


  Finally I managed to say, Father has no right to humiliate you this way! You must refuse. Besides, why would Drona agree to teach you when he knows youll use the knowledge to try
  and kill him?


  Hell teach me, my brother said. He must have been tired, for he sounded bitter, which was rare for him. Hell teach me because hes a man of honor. And
  Ill go because its the only way I can fulfill my destiny.


  . . .


  I dont wish to imply that King Drupad neglected my education. An unending stream of women flowed through my apartments each day, attempting to instruct me in the sixty-four arts that
  noble ladies must know. I was given lessons in singing, dancing, and playing music. (The lessons were painful, both for my teachers and me, for I was not musically inclined, nor deft on my feet.) I
  was taught to draw, paint, sew, and decorate the ground with age-old auspicious designs, each meant for a special festival. (My paintings were blotchy, and my designs full of improvisations that my
  teachers frowned at.) I was better at composing and solving riddles, responding to witty remarks, and writing poetry, but my heart was not in such frivolities. With each lesson I felt the world of
  women tightening its noose around me. I had a destiny to fulfill that was no less momentous than Dhris. Why was no one concerned about preparing me for it?


  When I mentioned this to Dhai Ma, she clicked her tongue with impatience.


  Where do you get all these notions? Your destiny as important as the princes! She rubbed brahmi oil into my scalp to cool my brain. Besides, dont you know, a
  woman must be prepared for her destiny in a different way.


  Dhai Ma herself taught me the rules of comportmenthow to walk, talk, and sit in the company of men; how to do the same when only women are present; how to show respect to queens who are
  more important; how to subtly snub lesser princesses; how to intimidate the other wives of my husband.


  I dont need to learn that! I protested. My husband wont take another wifeIll make him promise that before I marry him!


  Your arrogance, girl, she said, is only exceeded by your optimism. Kings always take other wives. And men always break the promises they make before marriage. Besides, if
  youre married off like Panchaals other princesses, you wont even get a chance to talk to your husband before he beds you.


  I drew in a sharp breath to contradict her. She gave me a challenging grin. She relished our arguments, most of which she won. But this time I didnt launch into my usual tirade. Was it a
  memory of Krishna, the cool silence with which he countered disagreement, that stopped me? I saw something I hadnt realized before: words wasted energy. I would use my strength instead to
  nurture my belief that my life would unfurl uniquely.


  Perhaps youre right, I said sweetly. Only time will tell.


  She scowled. It wasnt what she was expecting. But then a different kind of grin appeared on her face. Why, princess, she said, I do believe youre growing
  up.


  . . .


  The day Dhai Ma told me I was ready to visit my fathers wives to test my social skills, I was surprised by the excitement that surged through me. I hadnt realized how much I craved
  companionship. Id long been curious about the queensespecially Sulochanawho flitted elegant and bejeweled along the periphery of my life. In the past Id resented them
  for ignoring me, but I was willing to let go of that. Perhaps, now that I was grown, we could be friends.


  Surprisingly, although the queens knew I was coming, I had to wait a long time in the visitors hall before they appeared. When they did arrive, they spoke to me stiffly, in brief
  inanities, and wouldnt meet my eyes. I drew on all my speaking skills, but the conversations I began soon disintegrated into silence. Even Sulochana, whose blithe grace I had so admired
  during the festival of Shiva, seemed a different person. She responded to my greetings in monosyllables and kept her two daughters close to her. But one of them, a charming girl of about five years
  with curly hair and her mothers shining complexion, squirmed away from Sulochana and ran to me. Her eye must have been caught by the jeweled peacock pendant I woreId dressed
  with care for the visitfor she put out a finger to touch it. I lifted her onto my lap and unclasped the chain so she could play with the pendant. But Sulochana snatched her away and slapped
  her so hard that red finger marks marred the childs fair cheek. She burst into bewildered tears, not knowing why she was punished. I stared at the queen in shock, my own face tingling with
  shame as though I were the one whod been slapped. Soon afterward, Sulochana retired to her chambers with excuses of ill health that were clearly false.


  When we reached my rooms, I couldnt hold back my tears. What did I do wrong? I asked Dhai Ma as I wept against her ample bosom.


  You did fine. Ignorant cows! Theyre just scared of you.


  Of me? I asked, startled. I hadnt thought of myself as particularly fearsome. Why?


  She pressed her lips together, angrier than Id ever seen her. But she couldntor wouldntgive me an answer.


  I began to notice things, though. My maidservantseven those who had been with me for yearskept their distance until summoned. If I asked them anything of a personal
  naturehow their families were, for instance, or when they were getting marriedthey grew tongue-tied and escaped from my presence as soon as they could. The best merchants in the city,
  who routinely visited the apartments of the queens, would send their wares to me through Dhai Ma. Even my father was uneasy when he visited me and rarely looked directly into my eyes. I began to
  wonder whether Dhris tutors nervousness at my interruptions had a less flattering cause than my beauty. And whether my lack of friends and visitors was due not to my fathers
  strictness but to peoples wariness of someone who wasnt born like a normal girl and who, if the prophecy was correct, wouldnt live a normal womans life.


  Did they fear contagion?


  Already the world I knew was splitting in two. The larger part, by far, consisted of people like Sulochana who couldnt see beyond their little lives of mundane joys and sorrows. They
  suspected anything that fell outside the boundaries of custom. They could, perhaps, accept men like Dhri who were divinely born, to fulfill a destiny shaped by the gods. But women? Especially women
  who might bring change, the way a storm brings the destruction of lightning? All my life, they would shun me. But the next time, I promised myself as I wiped my angry tears, I would be
  prepared.


  The other group consisted of those rare persons who were themselves harbingers of change and death. Or those who could laugh at such things. They wouldnt fear me, though I suspected they
  might well hate me, if the need arose. So far, I knew only three such people: Dhri and Krishnaand Dhai Ma, transformed by her affection for me. But surely there were others. As I chafed in
  my fathers palace, I longed to find them, for only they could provide the companionship I ached for. I wondered how long I would have to wait before destiny brought them into my life, and I
  hoped that when it did so, one of them would become my husband.
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  Early in my life, I learned to eavesdrop.


  I was driven to this ignoble practice because people seldom told me anything worth knowing. My attendants were trained to speak in elaborate flatteries. My fathers wives avoided me. King
  Drupad only met with me in settings designed to discourage uncomfortable questions. Dhri never lied, but he often kept things from me, believing it his brotherly duty to shield me from unpleasant
  facts. Though Dhai Ma had no such qualms, she had the unfortunate habit of mixing up what actually happened with things that, in her opinion, should have occurred. Krishna was the only one who told
  me the truth. But he wasnt with me often enough.


  So I took to eavesdropping and found it a most useful practice. It worked best when I appeared engrossed in some mindless activity, such as embroidery, or pretended to sleep. I was amazed at all
  the things I learned in this manner.


  It was how I discovered the sage.


  . . .


  The sairindhri was braiding my hair in the five-rivers design when I heard one of the maids say, in a squeaky, excited whisper, And he promised Ill be married on full moon day in
  the month of Sravan


  So? Dhai Ma responded scathingly from the next room, where she was setting out my clothes. Fortune-tellers are always predicting weddings. They know thats what
  foolish girls want to hear most. Thats how they get fatter fees.


  No, no, respected aunt, this sadhu didnt take any money. Also, he didnt just make vague promises. He said Id marry a man who tends the kings animals. And as
  you know, Nandaram, who works in the stables, has been courting me! Didnt I show you the silver armband he gave me last month?


  Its a long leap from an armband to the wedding fire, girl! Come Sravan, well see how accurate your holy man was. Now set out that blue silk sari carefully! And watch how you
  handle the princesss breast cloth. Youre crushing it!


  But he told me about my past, too, the maid insisted. Accidents and illnesses I had when I was a girl. The year my mother died and what her last words were. He even knew
  about the time Nanda and I here her voice dipped shyly, leaving me to guess at details.


  You dont say! Dhai Ma sounded intrigued. Maybe Ill go see him. Ask him if that good-for-nothing Kallu will ever change his ways, and if not, what I must do to
  be rid of him. What did you say the Babajis name was?


  I didnt ask. Truth to tell, he scared me, with a beard that covered his whole face and glittery red eyes. He looked like he could put a curse on you if you made him
  angry.


  Princess, my sairindhri said, bowing. Your hair is done. Does it please you?


  I picked up the heavy silver-backed mirror while she held another one behind my head. The five-stranded braid hung glossily down my back, sparkling with gold pins. I could smell the fragrance of
  the amaranths woven into it. It was beautiful, but it only made me dissatisfied. What use was all this dressing-up when there was no one to admire me? I felt as though I were drowning in a
  backwater pond while everything important in the world was happening elsewhere.


  What if the prophecy at my birth was wrong? Or: what if prophecies only became true if you did something about them?


  I decided that Id accompany Dhai Ma to the holy man.


  . . .


  Absolutely not! Dhai Ma exclaimed. Your royal father will have my heador at the very least my jobif I take you outside the palace. Do you want your poor old
  nurse to starve by the roadside in her old age?


  You wont starve, I said. Kallu will take care of you!


  Who? That no-good drunkard? That


  Besides, I interjected deftly, my father doesnt have to know. Ill dress up as a servant maid. We can just walk to


  You! Walk on the common road where every man can look into your face! Dont you know that the women of the Panchaal royal family are supposed to remain hidden even from the gaze of
  the sun?


  You can get me a veil. Itll protect me from men and sunshine, both at once.


  Never!


  I was reduced to pleading. Please, Dhai Ma! Its my one chance to know what my future holds.


   I can tell you what your
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