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Introduction: The Strength Beneath Her Gentleness
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Sita entered the world without the cry of an ordinary birth. No queen laboured beneath embroidered canopies to bring her forth, and no royal astrologer stood beside a cradle to read the promise of her future among the stars. She was discovered within the opened earth, resting in a sacred furrow drawn by King Janaka as he prepared the fields of Mithila for a holy rite. The soil yielded her as though surrendering a treasure it had guarded since the beginning of creation, and when Janaka lifted the infant into his arms, he understood that she had not been abandoned. She had been entrusted to him by the living ground beneath his feet. He named her Sita, after the line made by the plough, and carried her into his palace as his daughter. From that mysterious beginning, her life remained bound to the earth, whose patience, generosity, endurance, and hidden power would one day reveal themselves through every trial she faced.

Within the palace of Mithila, Sita grew beneath the loving care of King Janaka and Queen Sunayana. She learned the customs expected of a princess, yet the grace others admired in her did not arise merely from courtly teaching. There was an ancient stillness within her, deep as roots spreading unseen beneath a forest. She listened before speaking, observed what others ignored, and treated servants, sages, animals, and visiting rulers with the same sincere regard. Those who encountered her gentleness sometimes mistook it for fragility because they understood strength only when it appeared as command, conquest, or force. Sita possessed another kind of power, one that did not need to announce itself before assembled courts. Her courage lived quietly within her choices, waiting for the hour when comfort would disappear and truth would demand everything she had.

Her marriage to Rama began beneath the shadow of Shiva’s mighty bow, a weapon so immense that generations of kings had failed even to lift it. Princes came to Mithila clothed in jewels and pride, each certain that his rank or physical might would win Janaka’s daughter, but their confidence faded before the ancient bow. When Rama entered the hall, his presence carried neither arrogance nor hunger for display. At the command of the sage Vishvamitra, he raised the weapon and broke it with such force that the sound seemed to travel across the worlds. Sita approached him carrying the marriage garland, aware that her destiny had opened before her. She placed the flowers around his neck, and beside the sacred fire she joined her path to his, entering a love that would bring tenderness, separation, sacrifice, and sorrow beyond anything the celebrations of Mithila could foretell.

Life in Ayodhya seemed prepared to offer Sita the splendour expected of a royal bride. She was welcomed into the house of King Dasharatha, where Rama was loved by the people and destined to inherit the throne. Yet on the eve of his coronation, an old promise changed the course of the kingdom. Queen Kaikeyi demanded that her son Bharata be crowned and that Rama be exiled to the wilderness for fourteen years. Rama accepted the decree to preserve his father’s honour, but he expected Sita to remain within the security of the palace. She rejected that expectation. Her decision to accompany him was not the passive obedience of a wife without a will of her own; it was a deliberate act made in full knowledge that the forest contained hardship and danger. She removed her royal ornaments, exchanged silk for bark cloth, and stepped beyond the palace gates beside Rama and his brother Lakshmana. In doing so, she left behind more than privilege. She entered the first great transformation of her life, carrying her dignity into a world where titles could offer no protection.

The forest became both refuge and testing ground. Sita lived among hermitages, rivers, flowering trees, wandering sages, and creatures moving through the shadows. The years of exile drew her nearer to the earth from which she had risen, allowing her to find beauty beyond palace walls and contentment beyond possession. Yet the wilderness also concealed forces shaped by deception. When the demon king Ravana desired her, he arranged an illusion in the form of a golden deer, drawing Rama and Lakshmana away from their dwelling. Disguised as a holy mendicant, Ravana approached Sita and violated the sacred protection owed to a guest. When she refused his advances, he seized her and carried her across the sky toward Lanka. She cried out to the forests below, casting down her ornaments as signs that might guide Rama to her, while the aged bird Jatayu rose in brave resistance and fell beneath Ravana’s sword.

Imprisonment in Lanka revealed the true measure of Sita’s sovereignty. Ravana possessed palaces, armies, magical weapons, and command over a prosperous island, yet none of his power could force her heart to yield. Beneath the Ashoka tree, surrounded by guards and threatened with death, she refused his wealth and rejected every promise of queenship. She did not require a blade to oppose him because her resistance came from an integrity beyond his reach. Ravana could confine her body within his garden, but he could not enter the inner place where her truth remained untouched. In that lonely grove, separated from everyone she loved, Sita became more formidable than the king who held her captive. His authority depended upon fear, while hers arose from the knowledge that suffering could not redefine her.

After Hanuman found her and carried news of her survival back to Rama, a vast war rose around Lanka. Ravana eventually fell, and Sita was brought before Rama and the assembled warriors. Freedom should have ended her torment, yet suspicion awaited her where welcome should have stood. Called upon to demonstrate that she had remained faithful during captivity, Sita entered the sacred fire and asked Agni to bear witness to her innocence. The flames received her but could not consume her, and the fire god returned her unharmed. Her purity did not come from passing a trial devised by others; it had existed before the fire touched her. The moment exposed a painful truth that would follow her into Ayodhya, where a woman’s character could be questioned even when her conduct had never failed.

Sita returned from exile and became queen, but the lamps of celebration could not dispel every shadow. Rumours among the citizens revived doubts concerning her captivity, and Rama, bound by his understanding of royal duty, sent his pregnant wife away. Abandoned in the forest, Sita faced a grief more intimate than Ravana’s threats because it came from the man beside whom she had endured every hardship. Still, despair did not become the final shape of her life. The hermitage of Sage Valmiki sheltered her, and there she gave birth to twin sons, Lava and Kusha. Far from the palace, she raised them with wisdom, discipline, compassion, and knowledge of sacred teachings. Motherhood opened another stage in her transformation, turning exile into a place where a new inheritance could be formed beyond the reach of courtly judgment.

When Lava and Kusha later sang the history of Rama before the king, the hidden suffering of their mother entered the royal assembly through the voices of her children. Sita was summoned to prove herself once again, but she no longer accepted a world that endlessly demanded evidence from the innocent. She called upon Bhumi, the Earth Mother, declaring that if she had remained true in thought, word, and action, the earth should receive her. The ground opened, and from its depths arose a divine throne. Sita returned to the mother who had first offered her to the world, leaving behind the court, its accusations, and the authority that had failed to honour her. Her departure was not surrender. It was the final expression of a woman who understood that her worth did not depend upon the approval of a husband, a kingdom, or history.

Sita’s story is not a simple tale of silent endurance, nor is she remembered only because she suffered. Her wisdom appears in the choices she made when every available path carried a cost. She teaches that tenderness can survive without becoming submission, that devotion does not erase the self, and that patience has limits shaped by dignity. She journeys from earth-born child to princess, wife, forest exile, captive, queen, abandoned mother, and divine daughter returning home. Each identity changes the world around her without destroying the sacred centre within her. Kings command armies and cities, but Sita governs the unseen realm of conscience, where no crown can make injustice righteous and no accusation can alter truth.

This book follows Sita through the luminous and sorrowful passages of her life, entering the forests she crossed, the garden where she resisted Ravana, the fire that bore witness to her, and the hermitage where she rebuilt her world. Her mythology offers more than an account of distant gods and vanished kingdoms. Within it lives a meditation upon courage, self-knowledge, loss, love, boundaries, renewal, and the moment when endurance must become release. Sita does not ask to be remembered as a woman broken by exile. She rises from the sacred earth, walks through every trial placed before her, and returns to that earth with her deepest nature intact. Beneath her gentleness lived a strength greater than kings, because kingdoms could cast her out, flames could surround her, and doubt could follow her across a lifetime, yet none of them possessed the power to make her less than whole.
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Chapter 1: Daughter of the Living Earth
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Before sunrise touched the towers of Mithila, King Janaka left the eastern gate and walked into fields lying hushed beneath the last darkness of night. Behind him came priests carrying vessels of clarified butter, baskets of grain, bundles of sacred grass, and embers preserved from the palace fire, while oxen moved under carved wooden yokes and breathed pale clouds into the cool air. The king wore no crown. His hair was bound simply at the nape of his neck, and the white cloth wrapped around his body bore neither jewels nor royal embroidery. For many weeks the chosen ground had been cleared of thorn and stone, measured according to ancient rites, and guarded from careless feet. At its centre waited the place where the sacrificial altar would rise, surrounded by unbroken soil that Janaka himself must open with the plough. Beyond the field, Mithila slept within high walls washed in moonlight, unaware that the king had passed from its gates. A breeze moved over the plain, carrying the scent of damp clay from a distant river, and when Janaka bent to gather a handful of earth, the darkness seemed to deepen around his hand. The soil was cool and finely crumbled, alive with small roots and seeds hidden from sight. He let it fall slowly through his fingers, watching each grain disappear against the ground, and the eldest priest, Shatananda, approached with a lamp protected between his palms. “The hour has come, Maharaja,” he murmured, his voice scarcely louder than the grass stirring around their ankles, and Janaka rose without answering, his attention held by the broad field waiting before him.

The eastern sky brightened from black to indigo as attendants brought forward the ceremonial plough. Its shaft had been carved from dark, seasoned wood and polished until it shone beneath the priestly lamps, while the blade, edged with gold for the rite, caught the faintest trace of morning. Janaka placed both hands upon the handle and stood behind the white oxen selected from the royal herds, animals without scar or blemish whose horns had been garlanded with marigold and leaves of sacred fig. Shatananda poured water over the king’s fingers, marked his brow with sandalwood, and recited invocations that rose through the stillness in measured waves. Other priests answered him from the four corners of the field, their voices joining while smoke from fragrant resin curled upward and thinned beneath the paling sky. When the final syllable faded, Janaka touched the oxen gently with the reins. They leaned forward together, the yoke creaked, and the blade entered the untouched ground with a low tearing sound. Rich brown soil folded aside in a deep line, exposing roots pale as threads and stones smoothed by seasons no living man remembered. Janaka walked steadily behind the team, feeling every resistance pass through the shaft into his arms. Though servants might have completed such labour in a fraction of the time, none stepped forward to ease the weight, for the king’s strength, breath, and intention belonged to the consecration. The furrow lengthened toward the centre of the field as daylight gathered, and birds began calling from tamarind and neem trees along the distant boundary, their songs weaving through the chant that accompanied each turn of the plough.

Janaka had crossed half the measured ground when the blade struck something that yielded neither like stone nor like root. The plough halted so suddenly that the oxen tossed their garlanded heads, and the king’s body pitched against the handle. A hard vibration passed through the shaft, followed by a sound beneath the soil unlike the crack of buried rock. It was softer, hollow and resonant, as though the earth had concealed a vessel within its breast. The priests ceased chanting. Attendants looked toward one another but remained where they stood, restrained by the sanctity of the marked ground. Janaka calmed the oxen with a hand against the nearest animal’s flank, then knelt beside the point where the golden blade had stopped. Loose soil had fallen inward around a narrow obstruction, and when he brushed it aside, his fingers met the edge of something smooth. Shatananda came near enough for his lamp to cast light into the furrow, but the flame bent sharply toward the opening though no wind crossed the field. Janaka removed more earth with his bare hands. A curved surface emerged, neither wood nor metal, pale beneath its covering of clay and marked with delicate lines that resembled the veins of a leaf. “Bring no spade,” he said when an attendant moved instinctively toward the tools, and the quiet authority in his voice stopped the man at once. The king worked alone, loosening the ground carefully around the hidden form until the soil gave way in small, fragrant clods. The hollow sound came again, not from any blow, but from within the opening itself, and this time several men drew breath in astonishment, for beneath that deep murmur rose the unmistakable cry of an infant.

For one suspended moment no one moved. The oxen stood with bowed heads, their flanks still, while every bird along the field’s edge fell silent as though the dawn had drawn in its breath. Janaka plunged his hands deeper into the loosened earth and found a woven cradle nested inside the furrow, untouched by damp and unbroken by the plough. Its fibres were fine and golden, entwined with fresh green shoots that could not have grown in darkness, and within it lay a newborn child. No blood stained her small body, no cord bound her to an absent mother, and no cloth protected her from the coolness of the ground. Yet her skin held the warmth of sunlit soil, and upon her dark hair rested a dusting of clay that gleamed like powdered bronze. She cried only once more before opening her eyes. Janaka had looked into the faces of ambassadors, warriors, enemies, petitioners, ascetics, and dying men, but nothing had ever held him as those wide, dark eyes did. The child did not turn from the brightness of the lamp or shrink from his earth-covered hands. One small fist opened beside her cheek, and her fingers curled around a tender root that had entered the cradle without piercing it. Janaka lifted her free, supporting her head against his wrist, and as her body came away from the furrow, the green shoot slipped loose and remained upright in the ground. Warmth moved through his arms with such sudden force that his breath broke. He drew the child against his chest, staining his white garment with soil, and she quieted beneath the beat of his heart.

Shatananda lowered himself to his knees, his lamp trembling in his grasp, while the other priests approached the edge of the opened ground and bowed until their foreheads touched the earth. The morning sun broke over the horizon at that instant, sending a blade of gold across the field, and the light reached the child before it touched the king. Her clay-dusted skin seemed to brighten beneath it, not with the harsh gleam of metal or fire, but with the softness of wet ground after rain. Janaka looked down into the furrow, seeking some further sign of how she had come there, but the woven cradle had already begun to collapse into fine roots and pale grass. Before his eyes, its golden strands darkened, sank, and became indistinguishable from the surrounding soil. Only the child remained. “Whose daughter has been hidden here?” one of the younger priests whispered, forgetting in his wonder that his words carried through the silence, but Shatananda raised his face and replied, “No mortal dwelling lies within this consecrated ground, and no foot crossed its boundary after it was sealed. Ask not which woman left her, for the earth has answered before we formed the question.” Janaka heard him, yet the king’s gaze did not leave the infant. Her hand had found the edge of his garment and closed upon it with surprising firmness. He thought of the countless chambers in his palace, the guarded treasury, the throne beneath its carved canopy, and the long succession of ancestors whose names were preserved in fire offerings and song, but all seemed distant beside the weight resting in his arms. “Then the earth has placed her in my keeping,” he said, his voice roughened by an emotion he made no effort to conceal, and the priests bent before him and the child together.

The rite could not continue as it had begun. The furrow that should have prepared the field for sacrifice had become sacred beyond the design of any priest, and Shatananda ordered a canopy raised while messengers ran toward Mithila. Attendants spread clean cloth upon the ground, warmed water in a copper vessel, and brought soft cotton from the royal stores, but Janaka surrendered the child to no one. He sat beneath the newly lifted canopy with her cradled against him, removing the clay from her face with the corner of his garment while the sun climbed over the fields. She watched him without fear, following every movement of his hand, and when he touched water to her lips, she drank a few drops before turning her head toward the smell of the opened soil. The oxen had been led aside, yet they remained near the place where she had been found, refusing fodder and gazing toward the canopy with placid eyes. Bees gathered around the marigolds upon their horns, and a pair of mynah birds descended to the edge of the furrow, hopping close enough to stir the loosened earth with their feet. Janaka had expected the child to cry from hunger or cold, but she lay content against his chest as though the steady rhythm beneath her ear were familiar. When a palace nurse finally arrived breathless from the city, followed by guards and women carrying blankets, the king allowed her to examine the infant only while his hand remained beneath the child’s back. The nurse’s experienced fingers searched for injury, fever, or weakness, yet found none. “She is newly born, my lord, and still she breathes as calmly as a child many days old,” the woman said, wonder softening her formal manner, and Janaka answered by drawing the blanket around the infant himself.

Queen Sunayana came from Mithila in a chariot driven faster than royal custom permitted. Its wheels cut through the dry roadside dust, and the horses arrived flecked with foam while palace women clung to the rails behind her. She descended before the chariot had fully stopped, leaving her veil caught for an instant against the golden door, and crossed the field without waiting for attendants to spread a carpet beneath her feet. Janaka rose when she entered the canopy. He had sent only the words that a child had been found in the sacred furrow, offering no explanation because none could fit inside a messenger’s hurried breath, and Sunayana searched his face before looking down at the bundle held against him. The infant stirred at the sound of the queen’s anklets. Her eyes opened, and Sunayana’s hands rose slowly, hovering between hesitation and longing. “Let me see her,” she whispered, and Janaka placed the child into her arms. The queen had held the infants of relatives and nobles, had blessed newborns brought before the throne, and had smiled through ceremonies where mothers received gifts from her hands, but the emptiness within her own chambers had remained a silence known only to the king and the gods. Now the child settled against her as naturally as though she had crossed no distance between earth and embrace. Sunayana bent her face over the small head, inhaled the scent of rain-damp clay still clinging to the dark hair, and closed her eyes. Tears slipped beneath her lashes and disappeared along the curve of her cheeks. Janaka stood beside her without speaking until she looked toward the furrow and asked, “Did she truly lie there beneath the ground?” When he answered that his own hands had lifted her from it, the queen pressed the child nearer and said, “Then no door in Mithila shall be closed to the daughter whom the earth has given us.”

They returned to the city beneath a sky newly washed in gold. News had outrun the royal chariot, passing from the field workers to the gate guards, from merchants opening their shops to women drawing water at the wells, until people crowded the road beyond the eastern entrance. No proclamation had summoned them, yet they stood in lines along the walls and climbed terraces for a glimpse of the infant found in the king’s furrow. Janaka rode beside Sunayana rather than before her, one hand resting on the side of the chariot while the queen held the child where sunlight and shade crossed her face through the embroidered canopy. The people expected a wonder, perhaps a blaze of divine radiance or some visible mark proclaiming the newborn’s origin, but they saw a quiet infant wrapped in white cotton, her dark eyes moving over garlands, banners, raised hands, and tearful faces. An old farmer knelt in the dust as the chariot passed and lifted a clod of earth to his brow. Others followed, until the road seemed bordered by people bowing not to the throne but to the mystery carried toward it. Women scattered flower petals before the wheels, and children ran beside the procession until guards gently drew them back. Near the gate, a potter’s little daughter broke away from her mother and held up a clay bird she had made, offering it with both hands. Sunayana leaned from the chariot, accepted the uneven toy, and placed it beside the infant. The child’s fingers closed around one wing, and a murmur passed through the crowd as tender and immense as wind moving over ripened grain.

Within the palace, the women’s court had transformed before the royal family arrived. Lamps burned along every corridor, bowls of water held floating lotus petals, and fresh cloth covered the floors leading to the queen’s chambers. Nurses prepared milk, warmed oils, and set a cradle of sandalwood beside Sunayana’s bed, but the infant refused to sleep within it that first day. Each time she was lowered onto the embroidered cushions, her limbs tightened and her mouth opened in distress; each time Janaka or Sunayana lifted her, she quieted. At last an elderly nurse named Vatsala asked for a broad earthen bowl from the palace kitchen. She filled it with clean soil gathered from the inner garden, covered the earth with layers of soft cotton, and placed the makeshift bed beside an open window. The child settled there without a sound. Sunayana watched from the edge of her couch, astonished, while Janaka touched the rim of the bowl and felt the coolness rising through the cloth. “She knows what held her before we did,” he said, and the queen laid her fingers over his. Outside the window, a champaka tree leaned beneath clusters of yellow blossoms, though its flowering season had nearly ended. During the afternoon, buds that had remained closed began to open, one after another, filling the chamber with fragrance. Palace women came and went on silent feet, drawn by the scent and the sight of the sleeping child. None dared speak loudly near her, and even the bronze bells hanging from the eaves seemed to sound more softly whenever the breeze entered the room.

On the tenth day, the palace courtyards filled for the naming ceremony. Brahmins gathered beneath a pavilion hung with mango leaves, musicians sat beside veenas and drums, and citizens chosen from every quarter of Mithila entered bearing gifts. Gold, silk, cattle, carved ivory, and baskets of fruit accumulated around the dais, yet Janaka ordered that the first offering placed before the infant should be a simple vessel of soil from the field where she had appeared. Shatananda carried it in both hands and set it beside the sacred flame. Sunayana sat with the child upon her lap, dressed in a small garment the colour of young leaves, while Janaka faced them across the fire. The priest recited names of goddesses, rivers, stars, and queens from ancient lineages, pausing after each to watch for a sign, but the infant remained absorbed in the wavering flame. When Shatananda reached toward the vessel of earth, her gaze shifted at once. She leaned from Sunayana’s arms with such determination that the queen steadied her, and her small hand descended into the loose soil. A brown streak marked her palm. Janaka looked at the line, remembering the furrow opening beneath his plough, and spoke before the priest could resume. “She came to us from the sita drawn across the consecrated field,” he said. “Let the name of that furrow remain with her. She shall be called Sita.” The musicians struck their instruments, conch shells sounded from the palace roofs, and the assembled court repeated her name until it travelled outward through gateways and streets, across gardens and wells, and beyond the walls toward the plain where she had been found.

Sita’s infancy unfolded among women who competed tenderly for the privilege of carrying her, yet she preferred the garden to every chamber of the palace. When she began to crawl, she moved toward patches of sunlight with a persistence that defeated cushions, screens, and watchful nurses. Vatsala would place bright toys around her—silver bells, carved elephants, lacquered wheels—but Sita passed them to reach a fallen leaf turning slowly in the breeze. She examined its veins with solemn concentration, crumbled its dry edge between her fingers, and laughed when the fragments escaped her grasp. Once she vanished from the nursery while three attendants argued over which of them had last seen her beside the sandalwood chest. Panic raced through the women’s quarters, guards closed the palace doors, and servants searched beneath beds and behind curtains until a gardener found her in the courtyard beneath a pomegranate tree. She sat among fallen blossoms with a squirrel only an arm’s length away, both child and creature holding pieces of the same ripe fruit. The squirrel fled when the gardener approached, but Sita looked up with red juice upon her mouth and offered him the crushed half in her fist. He carried her back trembling beneath the force of his relief, while she clutched the pomegranate and protested in broken syllables until Sunayana accepted the mangled fruit as though it were a jewel. Thereafter the queen ordered low gates placed around the nursery, though Sita learned to climb them before she could speak her own name clearly.

The first word she uttered distinctly was not “mother” or “father,” despite the hopeful repetition of both words around her cradle. One evening, after rain had swept across Mithila and left the palace roofs shining, Janaka carried her through the western garden. Water dripped from the broad leaves of banana plants, frogs called from channels beside the paths, and peacocks opened their damp tails beneath the deepening sky. Sita leaned out of the king’s arms, pointing toward the dark ground where rainwater had gathered in shallow hollows. “Bhumi,” she said, shaping the word with careful certainty. Janaka stopped beneath an ashoka tree and stared at her. She repeated it, reaching downward until he knelt and allowed her bare foot to touch the wet soil. Her toes pressed into the mud, and a delighted sound rose from her throat. The king laughed so loudly that nearby attendants turned in surprise, for Janaka’s joy was usually contained behind measured speech and quiet smiles. He set her on the path, supporting both her hands while she stamped in the softened ground and splashed brown water across his robes. When Sunayana found them, the king’s white garments were streaked to the knee and Sita’s legs were covered in mud. The queen stood with her hands upon her hips, attempting sternness, but Sita called “Bhumi” again and lifted both arms toward her. Sunayana’s reproach dissolved. She gathered the muddy child against her silk and carried her inside while Janaka followed, still laughing beneath the rain-washed branches.

Urmila was born into the palace when Sita had grown old enough to run through its corridors without falling. The arrival of Janaka and Sunayana’s younger daughter filled the women’s chambers with another kind of wonder, one shaped by labour, blood, and the exhausted cry of a mother who held the child her own body had borne. Sita waited outside the chamber beside Vatsala, clutching a garland she had twisted herself from jasmine flowers. She heard the infant’s first wail through the closed doors and pressed both palms against the carved wood. When at last Janaka emerged, his face softened by sleepless joy, he lifted Sita and carried her inside. Sunayana lay pale against the pillows with the newborn wrapped beside her, and Sita approached cautiously, all the restless energy leaving her limbs. “This is your sister,” the queen told her, touching the tiny cheek visible above the cloth. Sita placed the jasmine garland near Urmila’s feet and watched as one of the infant’s hands opened. When the fingers caught a loose strand of her hair, Sita did not pull away, though the grip tightened painfully. She bent closer instead, whispering a stream of words too soft for the others to understand. From that day she stood beside Urmila’s cradle whenever the baby cried, singing tuneless fragments learned from gardeners and nurses. As Urmila grew, she followed Sita through every courtyard, sometimes stumbling in her eagerness, and Sita learned to slow her steps without being asked, extending a hand behind her whenever the younger child struggled to keep pace.

The sisters’ favourite refuge lay beyond the women’s garden, where an ancient banyan spread its branches over a pond filled with blue lotuses. Its roots descended like pillars, creating hidden chambers through which the girls could pass unseen by attendants for several breaths at a time. Sita named each enclosed space as though it belonged to a kingdom invisible to adults, appointing Urmila guardian of the smallest chamber and placing smooth stones upon a root to serve as offerings. Parrots nested in the upper branches, monkeys crossed overhead, and dragonflies skimmed the pond with wings flashing in the sun. One afternoon they found a fledgling fallen among the roots, its skin nearly bare and its beak opening soundlessly. Urmila recoiled at its helpless appearance, but Sita knelt and cupped the creature without touching its fragile wings. She looked upward, searching among leaves until a distressed bird darted from a branch and circled above them. No servant could reach the nest without a ladder, and the gardeners were working beyond the outer wall. Sita removed the sash from her waist, lined a hollow between two roots, and set the fledgling inside while Urmila ran for help. She remained beside it beneath a gathering storm, shielding the tiny body with her hands as wind shook leaves loose from the canopy. By the time a gardener arrived, rain had begun to fall in heavy drops, but the fledgling was dry beneath Sita’s bent form. The man climbed to the nest and returned it to the frantic parent, while Sita stood below with wet hair clinging to her cheeks and watched until the bird settled safely out of sight.

When Sita was five, a violent storm broke over Mithila during the hot season. The day had begun beneath a sky the colour of brass, with no breeze moving through the palace and cattle gathering uneasily near shaded walls. By afternoon, black clouds rose from the south and swallowed the sun. Wind struck the city with enough force to tear banners from towers and send market awnings tumbling through the streets. Sunayana ordered the princesses brought to an inner chamber, but Sita heard an animal crying beyond the shuttered windows and slipped from the nurse who was carrying Urmila. In the courtyard, a young deer from the royal gardens had caught one hind leg between fallen branches. Servants struggled to reach it as tiles shattered from the roof and rain began lashing sideways. The frightened animal kicked whenever anyone approached, driving splintered wood deeper around its leg. Sita ran into the open before Vatsala could seize her. Her small body seemed about to be lifted by the wind, yet she crossed the courtyard and crouched within reach of the deer’s trembling head. “Be still,” she murmured, laying one hand against its wet neck while thunder cracked over the palace. The animal’s eyes rolled toward her, but its kicking slowed. Two gardeners rushed in, pulled apart the branches, and freed the trapped leg. Janaka arrived as a guard swept Sita beneath his cloak and carried her inside. The king’s fear hardened his face, and he demanded to know why she had left shelter, but Sita looked past him toward the limping deer and answered, “It could not open the door.” Janaka’s anger faltered before the simplicity of her reply, leaving him to press his lips against her rain-cold forehead without another word.

The royal tutors began Sita’s formal education soon afterward, gathering beneath a pillared hall open to the garden. She learned letters by tracing them first in trays of grain, then upon strips of palm leaf with a pointed stylus. Her hand was patient, though she disliked repeating a mark once she had understood its shape, and the tutor discovered that stories held her attention more deeply than lists. When he recited the names of rivers, Sita wanted to know where each river began, what forests stood along its banks, and whether its waters tasted of snow, rain, or stone. When he described constellations, she asked why certain stars returned with the seasons while others remained fixed above the northern horizon. The old scholar sometimes paused with his mouth open, surprised by questions that carried him beyond the lesson prepared for that day. Urmila, seated beside her, filled the margins of her palm leaves with drawings of flowers and fish, then leaned against Sita whenever the recitation grew long. Sita never complained about the weight of her sister’s head upon her shoulder. She continued reading with her body tilted slightly to support her, turning each leaf carefully so the movement would not wake her. From his place behind a carved screen, Janaka watched the lessons whenever affairs of court allowed him to escape. He saw Sita master verses without pride, correct no one harshly, and listen even to the youngest teacher with full attention, but he also saw the unwavering line of her mouth when she believed an answer incomplete.

Sages travelling through Mithila often visited Janaka’s court, drawn by the king’s love of sacred discourse and his willingness to receive those who possessed wisdom but no wealth. Sita was permitted to sit behind Sunayana during such gatherings, though she was expected to remain silent unless addressed. One autumn evening, an ascetic with matted hair spoke of the five elements and declared that the body returned to them as a clay vessel returned to dust. Sita listened while lamp flames trembled along the hall. When the sage invited questions, courtiers lowered their gazes, reluctant to risk foolishness before the king, but Sita leaned toward her mother and whispered until Sunayana nodded. The child rose and asked, “When clay becomes a vessel, does the earth remember the hands that shaped it?” Her voice was soft, and several nobles smiled at what they took for childish fancy, yet the ascetic studied her for a long time. He requested that a pot be brought from the kitchen, struck its side with one knuckle, and listened to the ringing note. “The vessel remembers through every mark upon it,” he answered. “Whether the earth remembers is a question she may one day answer for you herself.” Sita approached the pot after the gathering ended and ran her fingers over the ridges left by the wheel. She carried it to the garden, filled it with water, and placed it beneath a tree where thirsty birds gathered at dawn. The sage departed before sunrise, but when he passed the vessel on his way to the gate, he bowed to the sleeping palace beyond it.

Years moved through Mithila in colours Sita learned to recognize before heralds announced the changing seasons. Spring entered first through the mango groves, where small blossoms filled the air with a sweetness that drew bees in restless clouds. Summer followed with white heat on the courtyards and dust upon the roads, driving the princesses toward shaded rooms where woven screens were kept damp with rosewater. The rains transformed every channel and roof, drumming through the night until the palace seemed to float above a dark sea. Autumn brought clear skies, moonlit festivals, and grain drying in golden heaps beyond the walls, while winter sharpened the dawn and sent mist over the river. Sita watched the cycles from the palace terraces, but whenever Janaka travelled to inspect villages, reservoirs, or fields, she pleaded to accompany him. At first the king refused, judging the roads too rough for a young princess, until she appeared beside his chariot one morning dressed in plain cotton with a small bundle tied across her shoulder. “I have brought water, food, and a cloth for dust,” she announced, certain that preparation had settled the matter. Janaka looked toward Sunayana, who stood beneath the gate arch concealing a smile. “Take her,” the queen said. “Otherwise she will spend the day asking every returning guard what he saw.” Sita climbed into the chariot before her father could reconsider and remained standing beside him until Mithila’s towers disappeared behind a rise.

Beyond the city, she encountered a world no palace garden could contain. Villages lay among wheat fields and groves of sugarcane, their houses built from clay the colour of the surrounding ground. Children ran barefoot beside the royal procession, dogs barked from courtyards, and women paused at wells with brass vessels balanced against their hips. Janaka heard petitions beneath banyan trees while Sita sat near him, expected merely to observe. In one village, farmers complained that water from a royal canal reached the northern plots but failed to enter the lower fields, where young crops had begun to yellow. The official responsible insisted that the farmers had neglected their channels, and his polished account nearly persuaded the councillors accompanying the king. Sita had slipped away with Urmila and a village girl, following the canal until she found a bank clogged with reeds, silt, and stones washed down by an earlier storm. When she returned, her feet were muddy and her braid had loosened. She tugged Janaka’s sleeve while the official was still speaking and said, “The water is waiting behind a wall no one built.” The court moved to the canal, where workers uncovered the obstruction exactly as she described. Once the stones were cleared, water rushed through the lower channel and spread across the thirsty fields. The village girl laughed and ran along the bank beside it, while Sita stood ankle-deep in the current and watched the dry furrows darken. Janaka said nothing to the official until his daughters had been taken back to the chariot, but the man did not retain his post after their return to Mithila.

On another journey, the royal party stopped near a pasture where a bull had broken from its enclosure. The animal was enormous, black-coated and sharp-horned, maddened by a rope tangled around one hind leg. Herdsmen scattered as it charged through a fence and entered the road before Janaka’s horses. Guards lowered their spears, but the king ordered them to hold, knowing a wounded thrust might send the bull crashing into the chariot. Urmila clung to the seat, and the driver struggled to calm the rearing horses. Sita looked at the rope dragging behind the bull and saw that a broken wooden peg struck its leg each time it moved. Before anyone could restrain her, she descended from the halted chariot. Janaka seized her arm, but she turned toward him and said, “The noise is chasing it.” Her father’s grip tightened as the bull swung its head, nostrils streaming, yet she did not pull against him. Instead she began humming the low herding song she had heard in villages, repeating its descending notes until the nearest horse stopped plunging. The herdsmen joined from a distance, their rough voices unsteady at first and then stronger. The bull’s charge slowed. It stood blowing dust from the road while Sita continued the melody, and an old herdsman crept behind a tree, caught the trailing rope, and cut the peg free. Released from the striking wood, the bull limped toward the pasture without another rush. Janaka lifted Sita back into the chariot with hands that shook after the danger had passed, and she rested against him in silence, hearing the furious beating of his heart beneath his robes.

The palace armoury stood within a guarded wing where the princesses were forbidden to wander, but one chamber adjoining it belonged not to soldiers but to a relic. There, upon an eight-wheeled chest reinforced with iron, rested the great bow of Shiva, preserved by Janaka’s ancestors and brought forth only during rare ceremonies. Men spoke of it in lowered voices. Its curve was dark as a storm cloud, its grip wrapped in material that had never frayed, and the weight of its sealed chest required scores of strong servants to move. Sita first saw it during a festival when priests opened the chamber to renew the garlands hanging around it. She stood at the threshold beside Urmila, breathing incense and oil, while warriors bowed without approaching the weapon. Something in the room stilled her. She did not ask to touch the bow or question the tale that it had once belonged to the great god whose dance shook creation. She merely watched the priest lay fresh flowers near the grip and followed her mother away when the rites ended. Yet the memory of the dark curve remained, joining the hidden images of her childhood: the open furrow, known to her only through her parents’ telling; the river under moonlight; roots descending from the banyan; storm clouds pressing low over Mithila. The bow seemed less like an object forged by hands than a sleeping force that had accepted the walls around it without belonging to them.

Several months later, Sita’s ball rolled through an open doorway while she and Urmila played in the inner court. Painted blue and filled with tightly packed cotton, it struck a pillar, passed between the feet of a distracted guard, and vanished into the relic chamber, where attendants had removed the outer screens for cleaning. Urmila stopped at once, afraid of the prohibition surrounding the place, but Sita followed the ball. It had lodged beneath one of the iron-bound wheels of the great chest. A young servant reached under the platform and failed to grasp it. Two guards attempted to push the chest, straining until their faces reddened, yet it did not shift the width of a finger. Sita knelt, saw a portion of blue cloth beneath the wheel, and placed one hand against the carved edge. “Do not touch it, Princess,” the servant warned, hurrying toward her, but before he reached her, she lifted. The side of the immense chest rose smoothly from the stone floor. No cry of effort escaped her; no tension changed her face. She held it long enough for Urmila to dart forward and retrieve the ball, then lowered the weight without a crash. Silence filled the chamber. The guards stared at the wheel, then at Sita’s narrow wrist, as though uncertain which sight their eyes had mistaken. Janaka, summoned by the shaken servant, entered to find his daughters standing beside the platform. “I did not touch the bow,” Sita told him, believing that to be the matter of greatest importance. “The ball was trapped, so I moved what stood above it.” The king approached the chest and pressed both hands against the place she had lifted, but even with a guard beside him, it remained immovable.

That night Janaka returned alone to the chamber. Oil lamps burned in wall niches, throwing the shadow of Shiva’s bow across the floor like the arc of a dark horizon. He dismissed the guards and stood before the chest, remembering the child rising from the furrow in his earth-stained hands. He had never forgotten that morning, but years of ordinary tenderness had woven around its wonder: Sita asleep against Sunayana, Sita chasing butterflies, Sita feeding birds, Sita scolded for muddy feet, Sita leaning over Urmila’s lessons. For a time she had seemed wholly theirs, not because her mystery had diminished, but because love had made the miraculous familiar. Now the unmoved chest confronted him with the secret he could never possess. Shatananda entered at the king’s request and walked slowly around the platform, examining the wheel and floor for some hidden imbalance. Finding none, he rested his palm against the iron band. “How long did she hold it?” he asked. Janaka answered, “Long enough for Urmila to crawl beneath the edge.” The priest closed his eyes, and the lamps shifted in a wind neither man felt upon his skin. “The bow has waited in your house through generations,” Shatananda said. “Perhaps it has not waited for a warrior.” Janaka looked sharply toward him, but the priest offered no further word. The king remained in the chamber after Shatananda left, standing beneath the bow’s vast shadow until the lamps consumed their oil and dawn paled the doorway.

He told Sunayana what had occurred while she sat combing Sita’s hair the following morning. The girl was absorbed in separating jasmine buds for a garland and did not notice the long silence that followed his account. Sunayana’s hand paused midway through a dark strand. Her eyes met Janaka’s in the bronze mirror, and for an instant the king saw the same fear he carried within himself—not fear of Sita, but of the greatness that might one day draw her beyond the shelter they had built around her. The queen resumed combing, smoothing each section before dividing it into the braid. “She has never known that she is different,” Sunayana said quietly. “Let no astonishment make her a stranger in her own home.” Janaka knelt beside Sita and asked whether lifting the chest had hurt her arms. She looked puzzled, flexed her fingers, and shook her head. “It was heavy only before I touched it,” she replied, then held up the unfinished garland and asked him to tie the final knot because her hands were sticky with flower sap. The king accepted the thread. His fingers, capable of drawing the ceremonial plough and holding a sword steady in battle, fumbled twice before securing it. Sita placed the garland around Sunayana’s neck, kissed her cheek, and ran from the room when Urmila called from the courtyard. The queen watched her go, jasmine petals shaking against her breast, and Janaka understood that neither silence nor vigilance could halt the road opening before their daughter, though for that morning the road led only toward a game beneath the trees.

As Sita grew taller, her strength did not display itself through contests or boastful feats. She carried jars for elderly servants before they could protest, lifted fallen branches from garden paths, and steadied frightened horses with a hand against their necks. Because she moved without strain, those who witnessed such moments often understood them only afterward. During preparations for the spring festival, a carved stone image of the goddess Lakshmi slipped from the rollers used to transport it into the courtyard. One labourer fell, his ankle trapped beneath the base, and the others shouted for levers. Sita was crossing the courtyard with a tray of lamps. She set it down, knelt beside the statue, and raised the stone enough for the man to drag his leg free. By the time guards arrived with wooden beams, she had stepped away and was relighting the wicks extinguished by spilled oil. The injured labourer bowed to her whenever he saw her thereafter, but she seemed not to remember the cause. Rumours spread among palace servants, embroidered with each telling until some claimed the princess could uproot trees or halt chariots with one hand. Janaka silenced such talk when it reached him. He would not have Sita turned into a marvel recounted for entertainment, nor would he permit ambitious men to circle her childhood in search of advantage. The great bow remained guarded, and what he had witnessed beside it stayed within a small ring of trusted hearts.

Her gentleness, however, could not be hidden behind locked doors. The people of Mithila began to know her not through proclamations but through chance encounters that travelled from mouth to mouth. A washerwoman spoke of the princess sitting beside her feverish child until a physician arrived. A potter remembered Sita spending an afternoon at his wheel, ruining three vessels before shaping a small uneven bowl she insisted on purchasing with her own bracelet. A stable boy told how she had refused to ride a mare whose foal cried behind the gate, waiting until both could be led together along the road. During a festival of lamps, when nobles crowded the palace entrance with costly offerings, Sita noticed a widowed flower seller standing beyond the guards with only a string of wilted marigolds. She crossed the courtyard, received the garland in both hands, and wore it through the evening while jewels sent by kings remained unopened in their caskets. The flower seller wept each time she saw the orange petals against the princess’s white robe. Sita did not seek these moments. She moved toward whatever called her attention, whether the call came from a broken wing, an anxious face, a dry plant, or a voice overlooked by those accustomed to hearing only rank. Her presence passed through the city like a clear stream, altering the ground quietly wherever it went.

When Sita was nine, rain failed across the northern villages. Clouds gathered above Mithila but broke apart without releasing water, and the river withdrew from its banks until sandbars rose where boats had floated. Wells sank lower each week. Farmers came to court carrying brittle stalks, while cattle grew thin beneath the hard sun. Janaka opened royal granaries and sent work crews to deepen reservoirs, yet the sky remained pitilessly blue. Sita heard the discussions from beyond the council chamber and saw worry settling into her father’s face. One dawn she left the palace with a single attendant and walked to the field where Janaka had found her. The consecrated ground had long since returned to cultivation, but the original furrow remained marked by a narrow strip of grass that stayed green even during the drought. She knelt there, pressed both palms against the soil, and remained motionless while heat rose around her. The attendant waited beneath a tree until the sun climbed high, growing increasingly afraid to interrupt. At last Janaka arrived on horseback, having discovered her absence. He crossed the field in anger and relief, dismounted, and demanded why she had come without permission. Sita lifted her hands. Fine dust clung to her skin, but beneath her palms the earth had darkened as though touched by water. “It is not empty,” she said. “The ground is holding what has not risen.” Janaka looked across the colourless sky and then toward the green line of the old furrow. Before he could answer, a wind moved over the field from the east, carrying a scent distant yet unmistakable—the smell of rain.

Clouds formed that evening beyond the river. They advanced slowly, blackening the horizon while people climbed rooftops and gathered in streets, afraid to hope at the sight. Thunder rolled after midnight, deep enough to shake palace doors, and rain descended over Mithila in a single immense sheet. It struck tiles, courtyards, fields, and dry wells, releasing months of dust into fragrant steam. Sita woke and ran to the balcony, where Sunayana found her stretching both hands beyond the shelter of the roof. Water streamed along her arms and soaked the front of her night robe. In the courtyard below, servants laughed openly, turning their faces upward while guards abandoned their posts long enough to stand beneath the downpour. Janaka came from the council hall and saw Sita at the railing. Their eyes met across the rain, and he remembered the darkened earth beneath her palms, though he asked no question. By morning, every channel ran full. The narrow strip of grass marking the ancient furrow had disappeared beneath shallow water, and frogs crowded the field where the king had once uncovered a golden cradle. Sita returned there after the storm, walking beside Janaka through mud that clung heavily to their feet. She found no trace of the place where she had knelt, only a silver sheet reflecting the clearing sky. A white lotus floated upon it, though no pond lay near enough to have carried the flower. She lifted it by the stem and gave it to her father, who held it all the way back to Mithila.

The years of Sita’s childhood were not untouched by sorrow. Vatsala, the nurse who had prepared her first earthen cradle, grew ill during a winter of heavy mist. Her hands weakened, her steps shortened, and at last she could no longer leave the bed in a small chamber overlooking the herb garden. Sita visited each morning before lessons, warming oil between her palms and rubbing it into the old woman’s fingers as Vatsala had once done for her. The nurse told stories in a failing voice—tales of Janaka as a solemn boy hiding sweet cakes in scroll baskets, of Sunayana arriving in Mithila as a young bride, of Sita asleep in the bowl of soil beneath the champaka tree. One evening Vatsala asked to be carried into the garden. Servants placed her beneath the flowering branches, wrapped in wool, while Sita sat beside her with the old woman’s hand resting in her lap. “You smelled of the first rain,” Vatsala whispered, her eyes fixed on Sita’s face. “I knew I would not live to see all that awaited you, but I have seen enough to leave without grief.” Sita tightened her hold and refused to answer, as though silence might keep the moment from moving. Vatsala died before dawn with champaka petals scattered across her blanket. Sita did not cry before the palace women. She helped wash the body, placed flowers in the nurse’s grey hair, and followed the funeral procession to the river. Only after the flames had diminished did she walk alone to the banyan pond, where Janaka found her curled among the roots, her face pressed against the earth as her grief shook through her without sound.

Janaka sat beside her until night entered the garden. He did not command her to rise or offer words that might close around sorrow too quickly. Fireflies appeared over the pond, their small lights drifting between hanging roots, while frogs called from beneath the lotus leaves. At last Sita turned toward him, her cheek marked by soil, and asked where Vatsala had gone. Janaka looked across the dark water and admitted that kings possessed no clearer sight beyond death than children. “Her body has returned to flame, air, water, and earth,” he said, drawing Sita against his side. “What loved us may travel where our eyes cannot follow.” Sita listened, then placed her palm flat upon the ground between them. “She held me when I could not remember being held,” she murmured. Janaka covered her hand with his own. They remained beneath the banyan until the moon rose and silvered the pond, and when they returned to the palace, Sita carried one of the nurse’s wooden bangles around her wrist. It was too large and slid toward her elbow whenever she moved, but she refused to have it cut smaller. For years afterward, the soft knock of that bangle against her arm accompanied her through lessons, worship, games, and journeys beyond the walls, a small familiar sound that no one else understood.

At twelve, Sita began joining Sunayana in the daily tasks of the queen’s household. She learned to oversee stores of grain and medicine, assign cloth for palace workers, prepare gifts for visiting families, and receive women whose petitions would never reach the public court. The work drew her into chambers where splendour offered no shield against pain. She listened to a soldier’s widow who had been denied his wages, a servant seeking protection from a violent husband, a mother whose daughter had vanished on a trade road, and a noblewoman terrified of returning to an arranged marriage. Sunayana weighed law, custom, danger, and mercy with grave attention, then allowed Sita to speak after each visitor departed. The princess did not always agree with the remedies proposed by councillors. Once, when an official insisted that a young maid accused of stealing jewellery should be imprisoned before investigation, Sita asked that the jewel chest be carried into the hall. She examined its broken clasp, questioned who had last moved it, and learned that a parrot kept by the owner had a habit of seizing bright objects. The missing earring was found beneath the bird’s perch. The accused girl collapsed at Sita’s feet, but the princess lifted her before the watching court could turn gratitude into spectacle. She returned the earring to its owner without rebuke, though her gaze held the woman long enough to bring colour into her face. Sunayana said nothing until they were alone, when she touched Sita’s cheek and smiled with mingled pride and concern.

Not every visitor to Mithila regarded Janaka’s elder daughter with affection. Kings and princes travelling through the region heard stories of the earth-born princess, of her beauty growing like moonlight over a quiet river, and of strange feats the palace refused to confirm. Some arrived under the pretence of diplomacy and watched Sita with the measuring eyes of men accustomed to acquiring whatever stirred their desire. Janaka saw those glances and shortened audiences. Sita seemed unaware of them, though Sunayana noticed how she withdrew from praise that lingered upon her appearance and moved closer to Urmila whenever a guest spoke of daughters as ornaments of alliance. One prince from a neighbouring kingdom presented her with a cage containing two rare green birds, declaring that their plumage belonged beside her jewels. Sita thanked him before the court, carried the cage into the garden, and opened its door. The birds remained frozen upon their perch until she stepped back, then burst into the sky and vanished beyond the palace wall. The prince’s smile tightened. “They were trained to sing for their keeper,” he said, unable to hide his displeasure, and Sita replied, “Then perhaps their first song beyond the cage will be their own.” Janaka lowered his cup to conceal the satisfaction in his face, while Sunayana redirected the conversation before wounded vanity could become insult. That evening, Sita left the empty cage beneath the banyan, where flowering vines eventually climbed its bars and covered the open door.

Her beauty ripened without the elaborate care palace women wished to lavish upon it. Her hair fell thick and dark below her waist, her eyes retained the still depth they had held in the furrow, and her skin carried a warm radiance that appeared deepest after she had spent time outdoors. Jewellers brought necklaces heavy with gems, but she removed them before entering the garden because the weight caught against branches. She preferred flowers woven by Urmila, simple bangles, and garments that allowed her to kneel beside ponds or walk through fields without attendants lifting the hem. During formal ceremonies she accepted royal adornment without complaint, yet the moment the court dispersed she handed ornaments to waiting maids and breathed with visible relief. Sunayana sometimes watched her daughter sleeping after such occasions, the painted markings washed from her face and one hand curled beneath her cheek, and remembered the naked infant brought from the earth without a thread of silk around her. The queen’s love tightened painfully at the thought that the world would soon demand roles from Sita that childhood had spared her. Invitations arrived more frequently. Poets compared her to Lakshmi, Parvati, the moon, the lotus, and golden dawn, each comparison travelling through kingdoms where men began asking when Janaka would choose her husband. The king placed those letters unopened in a sandalwood box and turned the key himself.

One spring morning, Sita and Urmila rode beyond Mithila to gather flowers for a festival honouring the goddess. Their attendants followed at a respectful distance while the sisters entered a grove of palash trees aflame with red blossoms. Urmila moved from branch to branch, singing as she filled her basket, but Sita wandered toward a clearing where a circle of ground had been scorched. At its centre lay a snake, long and pale, twisting weakly beside a burned nest of grass. One attendant raised a staff to kill it, fearing it might strike, but Sita stepped between them. The snake’s body bore a blackened wound, and its tongue moved without strength. She took water from her flask, poured it into a shallow stone, and waited. The creature lifted its head, drank, and slowly entered the shade beneath a fallen log. Urmila stood behind Sita clutching her flower basket. “It might have bitten you,” she said after they were safely away, her voice sharpened by fear. Sita touched the back of her sister’s hand and answered, “It might have, but it was trying harder to live.” They continued gathering blossoms, though Urmila kept close beside her. When they returned to the clearing later, the snake was gone. In the ash where it had rested, a fresh green shoot had broken through the burned soil, its two leaves still folded together.

The festival filled Mithila with drums, incense, and rivers of flower petals. At dawn, Sita entered the temple beside Sunayana carrying the palash blossoms gathered from the grove. The sanctuary was crowded with noblewomen and priestesses, but a path opened as she approached the stone image of the goddess. Lamps illuminated the divine face, fierce and tender beneath a crown of gold. Sita climbed the altar steps, laid down the red flowers, and bowed until her forehead touched the cool floor. Outside, conch shells announced the beginning of the procession, yet within the sanctuary she remained still. Sunayana watched from below, aware that something had changed in her daughter during the past year. Childhood had not left suddenly; traces of it survived in Sita’s laughter with Urmila, in her habit of running barefoot after rain, and in the clay animals still arranged near her bed. Yet another presence had gathered around her, quiet and self-contained. When Sita rose, the flame
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