

  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To my mother, who taught me that silence is not weakness.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "She married five men. She belonged to none."

      

    


PANCHALI

Volume B

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​The Contract of Choice










[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Copyrights Page

[image: ]


Title: The Contract of Choice
Volume: B
Author: Kshitiz Pokharel
Copyright © 2026 by Kshitiz Pokharel
All rights reserved.
No part of this eBook may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. The characters, events, and dialogues in this book are inspired by the Mahabharata tradition but have been reinterpreted and reimagined for narrative purposes. Any resemblance to other retellings is coincidental.

The author acknowledges that the original epic belongs to the collective cultural heritage of India. This volume is an act of creative exploration, not a scholarly translation.

For permission requests or inquiries about this work, please contact the author through the platform where this eBook was distributed.

EBook edition: 2026

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Prologue

[image: ]


Before the fire, she was a daughter. After the fire, she became something else. A wife. Five times over. A queen of a house that did not yet exist. A contract written not in ink but in the breath of a mother who spoke without thinking. Draupadi of Panchala remembers the moment her life split in two. It was not the Swayamvara. It was not the archery. It was not even the garland leaving her hands. It was the sound of Kunti’s voice through the mud wall. Share whatever you have won. Five small words. A lifetime of consequence. She was not asked. She was not consulted. She was simply won and then divided. Like grain. Like land. Like a debt that passes from hand to hand. This is the story of that division. Not the grand epic of kings and wars. Not the lament of a woman wronged by fate. This is the story of how she watched. How she counted. How she learned that a contract, no matter how strange, can be navigated if you keep your eyes open and your questions close to your chest. In Volume A, she was formed. In this volume, she is placed. The arena changes. The opponents change. But the task remains the same. To keep a singular self-alive inside five different rooms. To smile at five different husbands. To remember that choice is not the same as freedom, and freedom is not the same as power. She will walk through the halls of Indraprastha. She will laugh at a king who falls into water. She will watch dice roll across a marble floor. And at the end of this volume, she will stand in an assembly of silent men and ask a question that has no answer. This is not a love story. This is an observation journal. And Draupadi is the one who writes it, even when her hands tremble.

Let us begin.
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​Chapter One: The Gaze before the Garlands
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The night before the Swayamvara, Draupadi could not sleep. She lay on her bed of silk and cotton, her hands folded across her stomach, and watched the lamplight dance on the ceiling. The flames moved like living things. They had no destination. They simply burned. She envied them. She wanted to burn like that. Without thought. Without fear. Without the weight of a kingdom pressing down on her chest. Her room in the palace of Panchala was large and beautiful. The walls were painted with scenes of gods and goddesses. The floor was made of polished stone that felt cool against her bare feet. The windows were carved from marble and let in the soft breeze of the summer night. The smell of jasmine and sandalwood filled the air. Servants had spent the entire afternoon preparing her. They had bathed her in warm water mixed with herbs. They had oiled her long black hair until it shone. They had painted her feet with red dye and placed golden bangles on her wrists. They had draped her in white robes that felt light as air. And they had smiled at her. They had said, "Tomorrow, princess, you will choose a husband. Tomorrow, the greatest warriors of the land will compete for your hand. How lucky you are." She had smiled back at them. She had nodded and spoken kind words. But her smile did not reach her eyes. Her eyes were watching. Her eyes were counting. Her eyes were asking a question that no one in the room wanted to hear. Is this what luck looks like? After the servants left, she had sat alone for a long time. She had looked at her reflection in a polished mirror made of bronze. The face that looked back at her was young. She was not yet twenty years old. But her eyes were old. Her father, King Drupada, had once told her that she was born from fire. That she had emerged from the sacrificial altar fully grown, a gift from the gods to destroy his enemies. She did not remember that birth. But she felt its truth in her bones. She was not a normal woman. She was a weapon. And weapons do not choose their targets. They are aimed by others. Now she lay in her bed and thought about the next day. The Swayamvara, The great ceremony where kings and princes would gather to win her hand. Her father had spent months preparing for it. Messengers had been sent to every corner of the land. The arena had been built from white stone and decorated with flowers and banners. Thousands of people would come to watch. They would cheer and clap and feast. They would see a princess offering a garland to the man who could pierce the eye of a mechanical fish. But Draupadi was not thinking about the celebration. She was thinking about the fish. She had seen it earlier that day. Her father had taken her to the arena for a final inspection. The fish was made of wood and metal. It was painted gold and green. It hung from a tall pole, high above the ground. Its eye was a small ring, no larger than her thumb. The ring was fixed to a mechanism that made the fish spin slowly in the air. Below the fish, a large vessel of water had been placed. The suitor could not look directly at the fish. He could only look at its reflection in the water. Then he had to shoot his arrow upward, using the reflection as his guide, and pass the arrow through the ring. It was nearly impossible. Her father knew this. That was the point. Only a true warrior, a warrior trained by the gods themselves, could perform such a feat. And her father believed that such a warrior existed. His name was Arjuna. He was the third of the five Pandava brothers. He was the greatest archer in the world. And he was currently in hiding with his brothers, pretending to be Brahmins to escape their cousins, the Kauravas. Drupada had invited all the kings and princes, but his secret hope was that Arjuna would come disguised as a Brahmin. He wanted Arjuna to win. He wanted the Pandavas as his allies. He wanted to use their strength to destroy his enemy, Drona, who was the teacher of both the Pandavas and the Kauravas. Draupadi understood all of this. She had understood politics
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