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The Rishi Parade


The rishis are making SUCH a ruckus. I can hardly hear myself think. They turned up at home the day after my parents died. Kunti Ma says we should treat the rishis with respect. Most of them are really powerful, and being rude to them can get you into a lot of trouble. They lay one curse on you, and if you’re lucky, only your life gets ruined.


Many years ago, my father put an arrow through one of them, and it basically got him killed. Not the rishi – my father. Well, the rishi died too, but so did my father.


It happened like this. My father, Pandu, who used to be the king of Hastinapur before we were born, was hunting in the forest once. There he saw a deer prancing around, and he shot it right through the heart. Unfortunately, the deer happened to be a rishi who had transformed himself with his magical powers. Of course, my father was really, really sorry – though there was no way he could’ve known that the deer was actually a person – but the rishi was furious that he’d been shot and extra mad that he was about to pass away without having had any kids to perform his last rites. And so, he cursed my father to die if he ever even TRIED to have children.


My father felt terrible and decided that there was no point in being a king if he couldn’t have children to take his place after he was gone. So, he gave up his throne to his blind brother, my uncle Dhritarashtra, and went to live in the forest with his two wives, Madri Ma and Kunti Ma.


They were actually pretty happy living like that – until fourteen years ago, when my father decided that he actually wanted to have children after all. Kunti Ma and Madri Ma were now in a fix. They longed for kids too, but they didn’t want their husband to keel over and die from the rishi’s curse.


Then Kunti Ma remembered this mantra that ANOTHER rishi had taught her.


You see, rishis can be mean if you make them mad, but if you’re nice to them, they’ll give you boons. When Kunti Ma was a little girl, a super-powerful rishi called Durvasa came to her father’s palace, and he was so happy with how well she looked after him that he taught her a mantra.
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With this mantra, she could call any god, and that god would have to bless her with a child. It’s kind of a weird boon to give a young girl and not a particularly useful one unless you were in the exact situation that Kunti Ma was in. Which makes me wonder – can rishis see the future too?


‘Does it really work?’ Father asked when Kunti Ma told him about the boon.


‘Well, there’s only one way to find out,’ she said and called upon Yama, the god of death and of truth. Sure enough, Yama popped right in and gave her a son – my eldest brother, Yudhishthir.
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My father was overjoyed. ‘Do it again!’ he said. ‘But this time, call on another god. Someone very strong!’


Kunti Ma called Vayu, the god of wind, and a year later, she had Bhim Bhaiya. A year after that, she got Arjun from Indra, the king of the gods.


I think this made Madri Ma a little jealous, so Kunti Ma taught her the mantra. And that’s how Nakul and I, Sahadev, were born. Our fathers are the Ashwini twins, the gods of medicine and healing. They’re not that famous, so I won’t blame you if you haven’t heard of them.


Anyway, seventeen days ago, my father forgot all about the curse on him and tried to have children with Madri Ma. He died immediately, and we cried our hearts out as we built him a funeral pyre. As his body went up in flames, Madri Ma became extremely upset, and threw herself into the fire.


Before we had even got over the shock, thousands of rishis appeared out of thin air and told Kunti Ma they were taking us back to the palace in Hastinapur – where we apparently belonged.


We don’t belong in a palace! We’ve never even seen a palace. But because Kunti Ma knew how dangerous it was to upset rishis, she said, ‘Okay, fine.’


And now we’re on our way to the city of Hastinapur, to live as princes.
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I think these rishis set this whole thing up so that they could meet and talk, talk, talk. They’re usually meditating alone somewhere, so clearly they have a lot to catch up on. They’ve been chattering like crazy this whole time, complaining about termites building hills around them while they’re meditating, or bragging about how beautiful apsaras keep falling for them.


We’ve walked so many days now through the forests, down the mountains and across the plains, and we’re finally on the outskirts of Hastinapur. Of course, we’d seen farms before, but none as big as these! Nor had we ever seen such large herds of cattle! The rishis say we’ll see the walls of the city tomorrow. I’m a bit scared – it’s going to be big and loud and a little too much of everything, I’m sure. I can barely stand the crowd and the noise of this procession we’re in, and the city is going to be that times a thousand… I hope.


But hey, at least there’ll be fewer rishis.


[image: Images]


Yudhishthir Bhaiya is the most excited about going to live in the palace.


Our eldest brother has been asking Kunti Ma the strangest questions as we lie on our pallets at night. ‘Will there be court every day? Will we be allowed into the council meetings? And the foreign policy discussions? May I have my own accounts ledger?’ Kunti Ma is really patient with him. Then again, she’s probably just relieved that he’s taken over her job of putting us to sleep.


Arjun and Bhim Bhaiya are super keen to meet our cousins – the Kauravas. Apparently, we have hundred and one – a hundred boys and one girl! Bhim Bhaiya thinks he’ll finally find someone to wrestle with in the capital. ‘They’re probably big and strong in Hastinapur, like Father was,’ he said. ‘Not like you puny babies who can’t even lift a calf!’


‘They’ll already know how to use weapons, won’t they, Ma?’ Arjun asked. ‘Father said Hastinapuri archers are the best in the world.’


‘They don’t let you use real arms until you’re fourteen, my child,’ Ma said, squeezing his shoulder. Seeing Arjun’s face fall, she added, ‘But there’ll be lots of games – tournaments even!’


‘Tournaments!’ Arjun said, straightening up instantly. ‘That’s even better!’


Nakul and I looked at each other and rolled our eyes. The two of us are most interested in seeing the stables. Hastinapur is famous for its war elephants, but I remember Father saying the horses were ‘nothing to joke about’. Father liked horses just as much as us, but sometimes when he got started, there was no stopping him. He could go on and on – just like Yudhishthir Bhaiya when he talks about being princely and doing the right thing.


A day after we’d left our hut in the forest, Bhim Bhaiya found Nakul and me hiding in the bushes because we didn’t want the others to see us crying.


‘Now, now,’ he said, putting his giant arms around us. ‘You have to be strong. Look at Arjun – he isn’t crying!’


‘You still have your mother,’ said Nakul. ‘The both of us are total orphans!’


Bhim Bhaiya hugged us tighter as he thought about this, and we stopped crying (because we could hardly breathe). ‘You aren’t really orphans, you know,’ he said at last, letting us go. ‘All of us still have our true fathers!’


That didn’t help much. We hadn’t seen our divine fathers even once. It was our human father who had taken us foraging and taught us the Vedas. Our mother, Madri, had snuggled with us and fed us and taught us how to be kind and loving. I began to bawl again.


Kunti Ma discovered us then. ‘You can cry all you want,’ she said. ‘You don’t need to hide how you’re feeling. But remember, your mother left you in my care because she knew you’re as dear to me as your brothers.’


Until that moment, Kunti Ma had seemed kind of annoyed. No, no, not at us, but at our parents. Being left alone to take care of five boys seems like a pretty irritating situation to find yourself in. But she held us as tightly as Madri Ma used to, soothing us with songs Madri Ma used to sing. And when she kissed us on the forehead, it somehow made everything a little better.




2


The Welcome Party


Inever thought that Hastinapur would be more interested in us than we were in it. The whole city seemed to have stopped whatever it was doing to gawk at us. Even before we saw the walls of the city, people started coming out to see us. First, it was the soldiers on horses. Then came the men on horse-drawn carts shining with metal and jewels.


‘Those must be chariots!’ said Arjun, leaping onto Bhim Bhaiya’s shoulders for a better view. ‘Just like the ones Father told us about!’


‘Yes,’ said our eldest brother. ‘And the riders are carrying weapons.’


‘They aren’t coming to attack us, are they?’ asked Bhim Bhaiya, frowning.


‘Don’t be silly,’ said Yudhishthir Bhaiya. ‘They’re from our father’s kingdom. They’re just trying to figure out who we are.’


‘Besides,’ I said, ‘the rishis would burn them to a crisp if they tried anything stupid.’


The chariot riders seemed to know this. They went up and down our procession, looking us over carefully but still taking the time to bow to the rishis, their palms pressed together. Soon, people began following us on both sides. The walls, which were first just a line on the horizon, rose quickly and seemed to loom over us even though we were still hundreds of feet away. The guards on top of them were as small as ants, and their spears looked like tiny twigs.


The rishis moved to either side of our family to let us to the front of the procession. Kunti Ma had tears in her eyes as we approached the gigantic gates, each of which had a gigantic elephant head carved into it. They swung open slowly, groaning like Bhim Bhaiya when you tell him he’s eating the last of the laddus.


Surprisingly, I was prepared for the view of the city – the houses stacked on top of each other, the towers, the market, everything scrunched up close together, the people flowing between them like a river of jabbering heads. What I wasn’t ready for was the welcoming party.


‘What!’ said Bhim Bhaiya.


‘Wow,’ said Arjun.


‘My word,’ said Yudhishthir Bhaiya.


‘No way!’ said Nakul.


We’d seen wild elephants in the forest before, and a few domesticated ones on the way to Hastinapur, but nothing like the ones that towered before us now. They seemed twice the size of any animal we’d ever laid eyes on. Their tusks glinted hugely above us, ending in tips of gold. Their foreheads were also draped in gold, and long, colourful capes covered their flanks. Mahouts with massive moustaches sat on their backs under crimson umbrellas decorated with gold thread.


There were five of them, and behind them, slowly approaching us, was a golden structure three storeys high.


‘It’s a moving palace!’ said Bhim Bhaiya.


‘It’s just a really big chariot,’ said Nakul. ‘See – the elephants are pulling it with those chains, and you can see the wheels if you bend a little!’


I could only stare at that contraption. It was magnificent! There were red streamers flying from its towers, on which stood… archers, their longbows drawn! And there were also spearmen on the banisters, watching us as we drew closer.


Somewhere around the top of the structure was a balcony, supported on pillars that were carved with dancing apsaras, gandharvas, asuras and nagas. And on that balcony, under a golden umbrella, sat a man with broad shoulders and a greying beard, who was staring straight ahead instead of at our gathering (or at the larger gathering staring at our gathering). Next to him sat a woman who had a blindfold on.


‘That’s King Dhritarashtra and Queen Gandhari,’ said Yudhishthir Bhaiya a bit unnecessarily.


Chariots drawn by white horses decked in gold raced around the moving palace. They crossed the elephants’ massive feet, careening to overtake each other. Behind them came a whole bunch of foot soldiers in rows of twenty, their feet moving in perfect harmony, and behind them, more chariots!


‘Why have they brought an army?’ gulped Nakul.


‘Look closely,’ said Yudhishthir Bhaiya. ‘Do they look like they’re in battle formation?’


We all mentally ran through the formations our father had taught us and shook our heads.


‘They’re here to welcome us,’ said Yudhishthir Bhaiya. ‘Just smile and wave.’


And then, it began to rain rose petals, and we noticed the women now lining the tops of the walls with baskets of flowers. All of us looked up and gaped, but Kunti Ma never took her eyes off the lead chariot, which had broken away from the others to hurtle towards us.


A white-bearded giant leapt off it even as the horses’ reins were still pulled, and he seemed to be suspended in the air for a moment, his uttariya billowing in the wind, before landing in front of Kunti Ma. I recognized him immediately. He was Bhishma, our granduncle! Father had told us all about him – about how he was the greatest warrior in all the land – and we were supposed to call him Pitamah, grandfather.
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