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Dedication

For my Amma and my Dada, who raised me as their own and gave me enough love to last a lifetime.

In my Amma I saw a warrior and a mother both, balancing home and world with ordinary hands that somehow did extraordinary things. She did not raise me on fairy tales. She gave me geography, history, food, discipline, memory, and the confidence to keep learning long after the lesson was over. She asked for very little and gave in ways I am still learning to measure.

In my Dada I saw courage without performance. He fought valiantly for India, defended the borders, and still somehow found language for tenderness, humour, and hope. He taught me not to give up, and to go to the edge of the world if that is where a dream asks you to go.

This book is for both of them.

And it is for every Amma, Aai, Mumma, Mama, and mother by any other name: the nurturer, the protector, the first keeper of stories, and often the first person who teaches us what courage looks like before we know what to call it.




Author’s Note

This is a book of retellings, and it is also a book about travelling alone and being corrected by strangers.

Almost every story here reached me sideways. I did not go looking for it in a library so much as stumble into it while waiting for a bus, buying bread, looking too long at a piece of cloth, lighting a candle in a courtyard, or saying something slightly wrong in a shop and being put right by someone kind enough to bother. That is how the book is built. A textile seller leans over a blue cloth and tells me the little figures are not dancers but riders, and the thing in their hands is not a flower but a lance. A young musician sets down her tea and shows me, with her hands, that the woman in the love song was not won but did the choosing. A guide grows tired of the version where a queen is remembered only for blood. Each time, I had arrived with the small, flattened version in my head, the postcard, the souvenir, the warning, and each time someone handed me back a larger one.

I want to be honest about what this book is and is not. It is not fieldwork. I am not an ethnographer or a folklorist, and I make no scholarly claim on these traditions. The encounters are real in spirit, but the tellers in these pages are often composites, and their names and details have been changed, because the people who explained a place or a phrase or a story to me on a roadside or across a tea house table did not agree to stand inside a book. What they gave me was a way of looking, and that is what I have tried to keep. Where I have drawn a teller, I have tried to honour the generosity of the real ones without pretending to reproduce them.

The women, though, are old, and they are not invented. They come from epics and hagiographies, belief-figures and historical legends, oral traditions and songs that have been carried for centuries by people who were never asked to write the oﬀicial version. Dali on her cliff. Tomyris on the steppe. Shahmaran in the bazaar. Satanaya at the centre of a world of unbreakable men who could not take a step without first asking her what the step should be. I have not set out to rescue any of them. That was the first thing the stories taught me: they did not need rescuing. They were never as small as the warning label, the pretty object, the holy image, the tragic ending, the unnamed wife. They had been held correctly all along, in markets and kitchens and shrines and old recordings and family jokes, by people who knew exactly how large they were. The diminishment was rarely in the keeping. It was in the flattening that happened afterward, on the poster and the wine label and the souvenir stall.

So my aim has been smaller and, I hope, more useful than rescue. It has been to listen for the fuller version, the one that was usually sitting in plain sight, and to try to write it down without making it small again. To notice that the flowers are lances, that the souvenir is a broken palace sold by the gram, that the gentle saint was also stubborn, that the wife was the clever one, that the monster was a woman asking for what was hers.

These are living traditions. Many of the figures here are sacred, or national, or both, and many belong to peoples whose histories carry real grief. I have tried to approach all of it with respect, to keep darkness where the old stories keep it and wonder where they keep that, and to work only from material that is genuinely old and source-safe rather than borrowing the wording of any modern writer who reached these women before me. Where I have fallen short, the failure is mine and not theirs.

If one of them reaches you here at something nearer her true size, then she has done again what she has always done. She has travelled through one more person and crossed one more border, and refused, quietly or otherwise, to be made smaller.




On Sources and Variants

Telling an old story again is not the same as owning it.

The stories gathered in this book come from different kinds of inheritance: epic cycles, hagiographies, regional legends, belieffigures, oral tale types, historical chronicles, songs, shrine traditions, and family memory. Some have travelled across languages for centuries. Some belong closely to particular peoples and places. Some appear in several regions at once, changing shape as they move through mountains, courts, kitchens, caravans, coastlines, and borderlands.

For that reason, I have treated each chapter as a retelling rather than a definitive version. Folklore rarely behaves like a single locked text. A figure may be a goddess in one valley, a warning in another, a saintly presence in one telling, a dangerous woman in the next. A queen may pass from chronicle into legend. A lover may become a symbol. A witch may be remembered as a healer once the fear around her is set aside. These shifts are not mistakes in the tradition. They are part of how tradition lives.

My responsibility here has been to work from broad, older, source-verifiable material and to avoid borrowing the particular language, scene-work, interpretation, or structure of modern writers and translators. Where a recent edition or translation helped me understand the shape of a tradition, I used it only for orientation. The prose, frames, scenes, and encounters in this book are original literary reconstructions.

The chapter notes at the back explain, in brief, the origin of each story and how it has been handled. The bibliography points toward older and source-safe material for readers who want to continue beyond this book. These sections are not meant to imitate academic apparatus. They are included as a matter of honesty, respect, and care.

Many of the figures in these pages still matter deeply to the communities that carry them. Some are sacred. Some are national. Some are bound to histories of loss, migration, survival, and pride. I have approached them as a guest, not an owner, and with the understanding that a retelling can only be one more doorway into traditions far larger than the book that holds them.
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SECTION I: The women who were already sovereign

Before the Warning

Before the warning came the world. Before anyone turned her into a beautiful danger, Dali belonged to the cliff, the animal, the weather, and the law of the high places. Before Queen Tamar became gold leaf and holy memory, she was a ruler doing the daily labour of power. Before Shahmaran became a charm in a shop window, she was wisdom seated underground, deciding what mercy would cost. This section begins with women who do not need permission from the story around them. They are not waiting to be chosen, named, rescued, or believed. They already hold the mountain, the kingdom, the hidden garden, the creatures, the knowledge, the terms. The mistake comes later. It comes when sovereignty is made decorative. When a goddess becomes a pretty danger. When a queen becomes only beloved. When a serpent-woman becomes an object bought for luck, while the intelligence behind her face is left unasked. These are not origin stories in the usual sense. They do not explain how power was given to women. They ask what happens when power was already there, and later tellers became more comfortable looking at its ornament than its authority. The Caucasus and Anatolia are full of such presences: high, buried, painted, sung, sold, prayed to, half-feared, half-loved. They remain where they always were, waiting less to be discovered than to be approached correctly.


Dali of the cliffs

Svaneti, Georgia

The road to Mestia spends four hours pretending it will not get you there. It climbs out of the subtropical lowland where the tea grows and keeps climbing, switchback over switchback, until your ears block and the river below goes from brown to grey to a thin white thread, and the driver takes the bends with one hand and a cigarette and a fatalism that you decide, somewhere around the third sheer drop, you will simply have to share. We were five in the van and nobody spoke much. There is a kind of silence that altitude makes, as if the air is too thin to waste on talk, and below it the engine labouring and the tick of the indicator the driver left on for a while and nobody mentioned.

Then the towers. You see them before the town, stone fingers standing up out of the green, one or two to a household, built so that when the valley feuds turned bad a family could climb up inside itself and wait. They are nine hundred years old, some of them, and they do not look like ruins. They look like they are still waiting, like the feud might resume and they would be needed again, and have simply been standing through the centuries between, keeping their patience.

By the time we reached the guesthouse the cloud had come down off the peaks to sit on the village, and a fine wet that was not quite rain had begun, the kind that does not fall so much as hang in the air and settle on you. The woman who ran the place looked at the sky and at our boots, already dark with it, and told us there would be no walking tomorrow. So there was a day to be lost, and I lost the start of it in the kitchen, where the windows had gone white with cloud and a girl sat with her boots still laced as if the weather owed her a day’s work and might yet pay.

Her name was Tamuna. She guided treks, when there were treks to guide, and today there were not, and she had the particular stillness of an outdoor person trapped indoors, a coiled stillness, the kind that is not rest but waiting, watching the window the way you watch a kettle that refuses to boil. Everything about her was made for the mountain that was not available, the boots, the weathered hands, the way she sat forward rather than back. We talked about the road, and the towers, and whether the cloud would lift, which she doubted, with the flat certainty of someone who reads this sky for a living. There was a rack of postcards by the door, curling at the corners, and on several of them was a painting of a woman with gold hair on a rock face, very beautiful, looking down.

“She is everywhere here,” I said, nodding at the rack. “On the postcards, I saw her on a bottle of wine in the shop. The mountain spirit, the one who, ah.” I was reaching, and I reached for the version I half-remembered from somewhere. “The beautiful one who lures the hunters off the cliffs. The seductress.”

Tamuna turned her head and looked at me, and it was not an unkind look, but it was the look of a person who has heard this exact sentence too many times to be polite about it for free.

“Seductress,” she said. She let the word sit there a second, as if examining it for damage. “This is the word the tourists use. Lures. Like she is, what, a trap on the mountain. A pretty hole you fall in.” She shook her head once. “No. You have it backwards, but is okay, everybody has it backwards. The postcards teach it backwards.” She nodded at the window, at the white nothing where the mountain should be. “Before any hunter. Before any man in the story at all. She is already there. She is the mountain, more or less. The wild goats, the ibex up where there is no grass, the tur with the big horns, all of them are hers. Her animals. Her herds. You go up there to hunt, you are hunting in her house. Nothing dies on that mountain unless she allows.” She tapped the table once with one finger, lightly, a small full stop. “You understand? She is not waiting on the rock for a man. The mountain is hers. She is the law of it.”

I said I had not known that. I had genuinely thought she was, well, the postcard.

“The postcard wants her beautiful and stupid,” Tamuna said, a little gentler now that I had admitted it. “Beautiful, okay, yes, gold hair down the whole cliff, more beautiful than is comfortable. But the beauty is the least of her. The thing about her is she decides. The beauty they put on the wine bottle. The deciding, that they cannot sell, so they leave it off.”

The cloud pressed at the glass. Somewhere above us, invisible, was the rock she was talking about.

She told it then, not because I asked for the story, I had stopped asking for anything, but because I had got it wrong and she could not quite leave it wrong. Dali chooses a hunter sometimes, she said. The proud one, the best one. She takes him as a lover and she gives him the mountain: luck like he has never had, the animals walking onto his arrows, his name in every house in the valley as the man who always comes home heavy. And she asks one thing. One. He is hers, and he does not speak of her. No boasting, no explaining the luck, no cutting a piece of her hair to show the others. “She is very clear,” Tamuna said. “She is a goddess. She does not say maybe. She does not say, perhaps, if you would, try not to. She says the terms once, and the terms are simple, and a child could keep them.”

“And he tells anyway,” I said.

“He always tells.” A flicker of something, not quite a smile. “Not because he stops loving her. Because he cannot stand the secret. A man with all that luck and no story to put on it, it eats him. The other hunters ask how. His mother asks how. There is a village girl the mother likes, an ordinary girl, a proper marriage, and the mother pushes, come down, marry a real woman, who is this nobody you will not name.” She turned her water bottle a slow quarter-turn on the table. “In my grandmother’s telling it is almost always the mother. And so he does it. Sleeps with the village girl, or boasts, or cuts the lock. He decides her one condition was a suggestion. Something for other men, not for him.”

“And she kills him,” I said, because I was still, even then, reaching for the postcard.

Tamuna looked at me again, patient. “She takes back what is hers. The luck, the favour, the safe way down. That is all. She does not push him.” She paused. “But he is up on the high rock when she takes it back, because that is where the good hunting is, where she put it. And without her the way down is not there. The path that was easy when she loved him is gone. He is on a ledge and the ledge is the whole world now, no up, no down.” She lifted one shoulder. “Some say he hangs there till he dies. Some say a friend lowers a rope and he cuts it himself, because the waiting is worse than the falling. The mountain keeps him either way.”

“And Dali?”

“Dali is fine.” And here Tamuna’s voice changed, went flat and certain. “This is the part the tourists cannot forgive. Not the death. That she is fine. She does not mourn. She does not come down to look. She was a goddess before him and she is a goddess after, and he was, in the end, a man who could not keep one promise up high where promises are heavy.” She looked at me to see if I had it now. “People want it to be that she trapped him. That the terms were a cruelty, a trick. But the terms were just the terms. He agreed to them. He wanted the luck and the love and he agreed, and then he decided the agreement did not count because it was hers and not his. He wanted the goddess. He did not want the terms that made her one.”

The kettle clicked off behind us. She did not get up for it.

I did not say anything for a while, because I was busy rearranging a picture I had walked in with, and there is no graceful way to do that out loud. I had come into the kitchen carrying Dali as a warning, the beautiful danger, the hole you fall into, and somewhere in the last ten minutes she had stopped being that and started being something I had no postcard for, a woman who had stated a condition and meant it and was called a killer for the meaning of it.

The next morning the cloud was still down. Tamuna laced her boots anyway, slowly, the way you do a thing your hands believe in even when the weather does not, and stood at the window with her tea, looking up at a mountain that was not there. The rack of postcards was by the door where I had to pass it. The woman on the rock looked exactly the same as she had the day before, gold hair down the cliff, beautiful, looking down, and I understood that I had been meant to read her as something offered, something for the taking, and that I had read her that way without noticing I was doing it. She had not changed. Only the part of me that had been trained by a thousand pictures to see a woman on a height and think she was there to be climbed to.

Tamuna did not explain the mountain to me. The mountain did not explain itself. It simply stayed up there in its cloud, holding its law, owing her a working day and giving it back or not as it chose, and she laced her boots and waited, and did not once mistake its silence for an absence.



Queen Tamar

Vardzia, Georgia
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