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For my son, Neev Tanish








SERIES INTRODUCTION


The Pancha Kanyas of Hindu mythology are Ahalya, Kunti, Draupadi, Mandodari and Tara – while the five Satis are Sita, Sati, Savitri, Damayanti and Arundhati. The distinction of two different titles arose primarily because various versions of the epics have taken the liberty to celebrate women as per the popular beliefs of an era and, of course, those of the translators. A school of thought defines ‘Sati’ as the women’s unconditional devotion towards and dependence on their men. It casts the women as loyal followers, strongly supporting the vision of the men around them or helping them overcome social and emotional complications. These women are depicted as sacrificing and selfless, yet invincible in drafting their own position of strength and supremacy.


Various senior scholars have also translated the Pancha Kanyas as five virgins. Thus, based on textual evidence, the Kanyas and Satis are different women. However, in the earliest versions, there is no mention of the Pancha Satis; they only talk about the Pancha Kanyas who are deemed as the Maha Satis. Even in regional interpretations, especially in some eastern and southern states of the country, this division is blurred. This could be due to the difference in the spread of the Mahabharat of Vedavyasa versus the dissemination of Valmiki Ramayan. The former specifically mentions the Pancha Kanyas.


The Valmiki Ramayan discusses the Satis in terms of loyalty and physical chastity, and such women, including Sita, aren’t restricted to only five. But it doesn’t club them under the umbrella term, Pancha Sati. In my own studies, I came across some scholarly assumptions that the Satis were reborn as Kanyas, and research has tried to draw parallels!


An ancient shloka establishes reciting the names of Pancha Kanya can dispel sins, which again confirms the ‘Sati’ status of these women. Sati, meaning pure, devoted and fair. Purity can refer to the transparent water, which clearly reflects every pebble and weed below the surface. In the Sati series, I follow this meaning of ‘purity’ while retelling the stories of the five illustrious women – Ahalya, Kunti, Draupadi, Mandodari and Tara. The purity that is brave enough to present itself the way it is – sans any cosmetic cover – and mirrors the mind unpretentiously as much as it exposes the politics of a society.


The Sati series, though, is not meant to be biographical. The purpose of the series is to draw attention towards a part of the journey of these legendary women, which has been grossly overlooked. Identities have been imposed based on incidents that the patriarchy considered criminal, shameful or irresponsible. When these known events adopt the narrative voice of a feminine titular character, the stories change. The world expands. The Sati series not only presents an inclusive overview of the protagonist’s own life but also dives deep into the suppressed pain of those around them – be it a man or a woman.


In the first and fourth book of the series, Ahalya and Mandodari, the entire narrative had to be recreated. For Kunti and Draupadi, a lot is known already. These stories bring into the spotlight the making of these characters, albeit from a non-traditional perspective, which ushers the readers into a new era of thinking and reimagining.


Ahalya introduced the woman as a lover. Ambitious, futuristic, royal and calculative, Kunti called for a relook at the patriarchal origins of ‘Mata’ and, in relation, the pervasive sociopolitical image of the sacrificing Indian mother. Draupadi’s story is far more complicated than Ahalya’s or Kunti’s because it shines light on the social reaction of many generations regarding crimes against women, especially when she is strong and successful.


Mandodari’s story sparks yet another powerful discourse in which a talented woman must make a critical choice between the calls of her mind and heart. Lanka, of which Mandodari was queen, was famous for its magical constructions. Mandodari was the daughter of Mayasur, a divine architect. This connection was conveniently overlooked by patriarchal storytellers who celebrated Lanka as the inspiring manifestation of Ravan, Mandodari’s husband. Ravan was simultaneously erudite and controversial as the greatest antagonist in Indian history. The book takes a close look into the idea of shaitaan (evil) as well as the circumstances that give rise to a shaitaan! The story opens up the scope of revisiting the relationships between strong women in Indian culture – be it their interpersonal conflicts (Surpnakha) or women empowering women (Sita, Sarama, Trijata) – all in the presence of a charismatic villain. Ravan is called an Asur in some texts and Rakshas in others. For the purpose of this story, I am considering both as the same. Also, for the same purpose, Shiva has been called Mahadev, Shankar and Rudra. Mandodari’s narrative presents a tragic tale of love and empathy conflicting with a practical queen’s sense of duty, as her extremely talented husband has committed a terrible sin.









PROLOGUE


On the darkest of nights, when everyone was asleep, the sea was awake. The jingle of multi-layered anklets resounded through the black sandstone stairs of the commanding edifice, in absolute disharmony with the echo of turbulent waves. The creatures of the sea looked up. Into the playful water where my feet were immersed, I dropped a few grains. The greedy red fish lapped them up. Before moving away, they deftly cleaned with their tail the slippery algae coating the lower steps. A blue mountain of granite, cobalt spinel and silica rooted deep within the sea spread its generous hue, cradling a mystical prison in its womb.


I couldn’t see well in the darkness. Only a vague masculine frame was visible, his neck and body confined with thick iron chains against the wall. A part of the torso was above water. Beneath, slimy creatures wrapped around his waist and legs. The raging waves churned fog and foam. A wispy curtain of smoke denied the pleasure of determining how intimidated he was by my ghastly prison.


Many flights of steps had brought me to this vestibule. Each layer I left behind returned my excitement with congratulatory applause. Fire danced on the walls from earthen holders. The path gleamed with distorted seashells inscribed graphically, petrifying the ripples with their reflections. Every corner of Lanka rejoiced at the incarceration of the chronic menace abhorred by their glorious monarch, finally handcuffed after many failed wars.


I had specially prepared for this meeting. The finest gold adorned my hands and waist. My drape was woven with rare threads sourced from ace artisans across the country. I was the queen of the land. And he, no more than a lowly prisoner. Indra was the captive of my son Meghnad, now known as Indrajit!


‘Welcome to Lanka,’ I said with a smirk, standing on the stairs. ‘This humble earthly prison is honoured to host the Devraj.’


The metallic chain clanged against the wall as Indra made an effort to look up. After a pregnant pause, his voice lashed like the baffled waves. ‘In the mortal and immortal worlds, nothing is permanent.’


Ah! Indra was trying to pull me into his illusion. What else could he do? I was not falling into that maze. Neither would I allow him to dismiss his defeat.


‘Mortal and immortal worlds! Well said, Devraj.’ It was fun to call him ‘Devraj’ again and again. Why should I not? Hadn’t Indra and his privileged clan always been dismissive and sarcastic towards a large section of us Mortals? I wanted to insult our prisoner. His snobbery, born out of the celestial throne, was known to prick the pride of many young talents attempting to uncover their brilliance. ‘Everything on earth is black or white, good or bad, sinful or virtuous, dharma or adharma. In the immortal world, however, the rules are reversed. Everything unfair is a philosophical metaphor – glorified as the magnificence of the Divine. A toxic discrimination distances the essence of existence. Yet, fools continue to pray.’


The iron chains must be hurting. Indra craned his neck to take a proper look at me. I could feel his eyes traversing my body. Expecting a lewd remark, my right toe was ready for action. One signal to the automated system would compress the place, bringing the thick walls closer to Indra, shrinking further his already compromised comfort. But the prisoner restrained, unlike the lech I had expected him to be.


‘Is this you or Ravan speaking?’ he asked, astonished. ‘Queen Mandodari, I respect your love for Dashanan. But I don’t understand your blind support for his stubborn irrationality!’


‘Do yourself a favour and don’t ever try to understand,’ I blurted out. Was this Immortal remotely qualified to comprehend the unfathomable? These silly beings didn’t know the language of splurging or preserving. They couldn’t love completely; they didn’t know hatred either. The Immortals evaluated actions on the scale of rewards and punishments. Punishments that often targeted not only the offender but also the fraternity, whether or not they were at fault.


‘Explain, Queen Mandodari,’ Indra pressed on. ‘I want to understand this love. Why do you partner with an abusive king? How did you lose your logic to the Lankan coasts? Is Ravan that wonderful a husband?’


I looked down at the sea where a swarm of creatures had flocked, splashing water with their tails and releasing bubbles through their gills. I threw the grains in my palms at them. They dispersed. Where was the haughty Indra, for whom I had come to the sea all the way from my palace? Was this even Indra? I had come to further destroy the one whom my son, Meghnad, had conquered. He was guilty of being Ravan’s biggest enemy.


‘Who are you? You don’t seem like Indra,’ I uttered, wondering if Meghnad had been tricked.


‘Who do you think is Indra?’


Here, this was the playful tenor typical of the Devraj. Before I could thwart his ramblings, the music in his voice whipped across the water. ‘Indra is an illusion, queen. Indra is your impulse. Nebulous, undefined. How you perceive him is reflective of your character, not Indra’s. It will take a lot from you to analyse the other world with mortal consciousness.’


I frowned. Through the clear ocean water of the night, lit up only by the flickering torch hanging from the high roof, I could see large fish gobbling up smaller ones. The huge universe was ridiculously enclosed within this tiny truth. The smaller fish would be swallowed by the larger ones, leaving behind bubbles in the memory of the deceased, which would eventually burst. The ultimate battle is to ascertain who is the smaller fish, what bubble it can create and how long will the bubble sustain! The mortal world is that simple. In my heart, I agreed that Indra’s immortal world, where no one dies, would be far too complicated.


Should this imply that Mortals cannot attempt to untangle the complications? Why was access restricted? The agitation had disappeared for a while, it was coming back again. Ravan’s battle, and mine with him, was against the entitlements of the immortal world, which deprived the talents everywhere else.


‘I am a master illusionist too, in case you have forgotten. From me has Indrajit,’ I relished calling Meghnad by the new name, ‘inherited his power of illusion that could defeat Indra’s.’


Startled by so many simultaneous attacks, Indra kept quiet before laughing his heart out, irritating me further and sending the marine creatures to clash against each other in their hurry to rush out. ‘Queen, you have only imprisoned Devraj, the keeper of Indralok. Indra still resides in your senses, in your love for Ravan, in his arrogance and in the way you both view the world – aligned yet distinct. That Indra will always be free.’


I clenched my teeth. He was right. Why else would I feel this intense frustration brewing inside? Even if I killed Indra right now, he’d still be alive. Such were the perks of the Immortals. Mortals could object, but the objection would be overruled. Challenging the order was supposedly self-destructive.


Intimidations motivated Ravan. He refused to give in; I refused to leave him alone. We had vowed to walk through this fire together, whatever it took.


This anger could be a trap!


I rubbed my hands against my arms to calm myself. Indra shouldn’t overpower me. After a few moments, I smiled.


‘The earth has a paradise of its own, Devraj. I have created it. It is called Lanka. The country exemplifies a fantastic fusion of the Asur excellence in making profitable use of nature. Here the residents are not reminded every day that nature is more powerful. Hierarchy prevails based on aptitude. A labourer is distanced from the king, but we are united as a clan.’


‘What is your friction with nature, Queen Mandodari?’ Indra sounded frustrated.


‘We have nothing against nature, Devraj. Our friction is with the Immortals who have acquired complete possession of nature and inflicted the earth with consequences every time there is disobedience,’ I slashed his superiority.


‘Agreed that the Immortals control nature. But who bears the fruits?’ He tried to sound generous.


I laughed at his political chicanery. ‘Nature should report to both the mortal and immortal worlds. Come share the responsibility. We are happy to share the fruits.’


‘Immortals are not unfair, queen,’ Indra said grimly. ‘We retaliate only when the Mortals fiddle with nature to an extent that it merits punishment.’


‘Who are you to punish?’ I thrust upon him. ‘Brahma created both Mortals and Immortals. If the design merits unequal privileges for either, then that design is flawed and the designer partial.’


‘You believe Brahma is biased?’ Indra fired back. ‘Is that why you decided to penalize nature?’


‘Penalize? No, we don’t intend to penalize. We are on our onward journey. We created our industries, developed our centres of science and innovation. We expect the nature to cooperate, instead of feeling insecure,’ I snapped at him again.


This time, Indra remained silent, perhaps lining up the next round of negotiations. There were none left.


‘Why do you question the established rituals of the Brahmand? What will you get out of this?’ he asked finally.


How long I had waited for this question. I had even rehearsed my response, expecting this opportunity. ‘We believe Ravan is far more deserving of reigning over the cosmic systems than Indra,’ I said slowly. ‘If Ravan rules, destiny will be well-governed, and more people will be happy. Step down, Devraj, for fresh lessons in administration, to bind the cosmos into a preferred discipline. Will you?’


My proposal amused him. ‘How, Queen Mandodari?’ Indra’s voice mixed with the battering of the waves. ‘Ravan Raj prioritizes Ravan above all else. Is self-obsession a trait of good leadership?’


‘Impulse. Isn’t that what you claimed to be?’ I countered. ‘The impulse resulting from the five senses has landed you in trouble so many times. The sixth sense, Vishnu, steps in each time to clear the mess.’ I pointed a finger at him. ‘You need to include others because of your own shortcomings. Ravan does not. He is capable of defending all on his own.’


‘Defend! You must be joking.’ Indra breathed heavily. An eerie gust of moist air coiled between us. ‘In the mortal world, everything is perishable, Queen Mandodari. Lanka, your creative haven, will also perish. Time is ruthless. But Ravan’s blunders will demolish your fond artistry well in advance.’


‘Time is kind,’ I argued. ‘Time doesn’t discriminate. Whether it is you or me, Ravan or Meghnad – time will turn for all.’


Indra’s shackles clanged again with impatience. ‘Time affects the terrestrial in one way and the celestial in another. Mahadev is the universal source of strength for both Mortals and Immortals. The beings of both worlds circumambulate his orbit. The Immortals are capable of sucking more energy at a time. Fighting this is futile. You gain nothing, spend everything and are not even left with yourself for company.’


Devraj never stopped discouraging. I never stopped refuting.


‘We will continue our fight against your prejudice,’ I announced brazenly. ‘We are ready for the ugliest form of sacrifice. History will be compelled to document that one mortal did not bow before the supremacy of the Immortals. We may not win. What will sting the world forever is that we refused to accept defeat.’
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‘Ram Rajya!’


I heard her saying with great conviction. ‘Someday, Trijata, you will be sitting in Lanka, listening to the people of Ayodhya cheering for Ram Rajya.’ It sounded like a chant in a small temple where the deity was missing, but the priest kept serving.


‘Ram Rajya?’ Trijata repeated. ‘I don’t hear any mention of Sita in that one-track title.’ She didn’t fall for the provocation.


‘Ram Rajya is not an ideology to please its founder, rather a proposed path for people to willingly walk through and attain bliss.’ The petite face of the slender captive in Lanka was shining like an opulent queen’s. ‘It is exactly as it sounds. A brief poetry. Not an equity for the entitled. Ram Rajya will spread its splendour, whether or not I am in this world to witness it.’


Trijata scolded her for her choice of words. ‘What kind of woman dreams of something she won’t live to see? Plans may fail, fair woman; thoughts seldom do.’


There was a strange bond between these two souls from two different parts of the earth. I had seldom seen their thoughts match. Nonetheless, the warmth was evident. When others weren’t watching, Trijata looked northwards and nodded. Once again, I walked away from Ashok Vatika, without meeting Sita.


I don’t know why I went there. There was always an unexplainable urge to see her from a distance. I went at a time when the gatekeepers would relax, leaving everything to Trijata. With her around, no one had any concern. She wasn’t Ravan’s favourite for nothing. Oddly, though, she was Sita’s favourite too.


It was a morning of high tide when Sita entered Ashok Vatika. Waves peaked and fell inauspiciously, as if a storm was looming. Little sea animals were thrown ashore and not pulled back into the water. Their shells scattered around, still protecting the dead bodies. The sun had set, the water was raging. Two of our scheduled trade ships postponed their departure. The sparrow’s nest fell from the vestibule, breaking the eggs. A nauseating fetor pervaded in from the rear window, under which the Rakshasis had gathered to taunt the captive. One of them touched Sita’s hand with the tip of her finger. ‘She seems like a ball of sugar. Don’t let her in the pool, she will melt.’ The Rakshasi burst into laughter. Sita was not amused by the touch, which inspired them to instigate her more.


‘Look at her hair. So soft and straight!’ another commented. ‘Where are the curls? Did the elephants walk on your mane while you were sleeping?’ She was not done yet; her companion pushed her. ‘Only the hair? Look at her nails. So small, it’s almost as though she has none. Rats must have feasted on them at night.’


They both fell upon each other, laughing. If words weren’t enough, Sita was being pushed and pulled in all directions. Unsolicited observations and unwelcome gestures pricked her. Another lady erupted, ‘How could you miss her complexion? The naughty forest-god has licked the woman’s body off its colour while her husband was away.’


‘She has had a lot of fun with the forest being uninhabited and a too-trusting husband.’ They chuckled. Sita cringed at the scandalous gossip. Her frail body dropped to the ground unconscious, tired of resisting.


This was when a curt voice tore apart the jeers of the bullies. ‘Should I tell Queen Mandodari what the women in her backyard think about straight hair and fair skin?’


The critics in Ashok Vatika fled upon spotting Trijata. The young woman lifted Sita by her hands and sprinkled water on her face, nurturing her back to strength.
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This part of the world was populated by large-bodied inhabitants with broad features. They looked different from the land where I lived with my father, Mayasur. The skin was dark here, and rough like sand. Elongated eyes stretched till the ears, eyelashes were longer and ears hung down to the shoulders. Oily scalps cultivated thick hair – curly and entangled. Voices were loud and shrill, like the sound of brass utensils falling to the floor. The average height was higher than what I was accustomed to before I married Ravan. Other than gold, the royals adorned their necks and hair with seashells and pearls. The ideals of beauty were conflicting.


Men wore precious stones around their necks and embraced rugged body odours. The stronger the odour, the more masculine they were considered, their appeal putting to shame all who were comparatively deodorized!


Ravan’s sister, Meenakshi, a prolific diva of the land, was arrogant and condescending, like the glamorous usually are. Every morning, the bathing pool was readied with petals and pollens of wild flowers floating in coconut water. No one was permitted to step inside till Meenakshi had finished her elaborate regimen for the day. Before diving into the pool, she would sit in the tree shade, grooming her long, pointed nails. She massaged them regularly with potions prepared in her kitchen using ingredients best known to herself. Her fascination with the dagger-like nails had earned her a nickname, ‘Surpnakha’. It was an unspoken rule to not disturb Meenakshi during her morning routine. Her arms, back and shoulders flaunted cryptic symbols of the Asurs. The gold paint bordering white shone against her dark skin. I had touched them once out of curiosity when she had just stepped out of the bath and the pool was being prepared for me. She swivelled in shock and jumped back into the pool, rubbing her fingers over the spot as if I had smeared muck on it.


I thought the Rakshasis were ugly; they thought I was.


When the girls made fun of Sita at Ashok Vatika, I heard everything they wanted to say to their queen but couldn’t!
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On the pedestal below Sita’s sat Trijata, their fingers entwined. Sita spoke about the Ram Rajya that she and her husband were to build together. It was their labour of love. This aspirational castle had laid its foundation over the last thirteen years of their exile.


‘What is this Ram Rajya you are so fascinated by?’ Trijata crushed pomegranates between her palms and ran them through her open hair before tucking it into a bun. Thin red streaks peeked between the strands.


‘It is a unique statesmanship to empower and unite the people of Ayodhya,’ Sita’s voice was feeble but firm. ‘The subjects here would live without fear or hesitation, with dignity and education . . .’


Trijata was bewildered. ‘What are you saying, woman! You want your subjects to live without fear of their king? They will do anything they want and you wouldn’t know how to cast them off.’


Trijata’s concern was justified. Even my brows had furrowed. A mynah sang from above, hiding behind one of the branches.


‘I said without fear. Not without love,’ Sita explained warmly. ‘If they love, they will respect.’


My gaze lifted above into the leaves, trying to locate the mynah. Everyone who heard the mynah could assume that the bird was eager to entertain its audience. But the mynah sings because singing is its character. Can anyone motivate the bird for a repeat performance? Impractical expectations lead to disappointments. However, Sita was willing to die protecting this illusive metaphor called Ram Rajya.


‘You really believe in this word, love, no? Ram’s love for you. People’s love for Ram–Sita. The love and harmony among the people of Ram Rajya.’ Trijata smiled.


‘You don’t?’ Sita’s question was simple, but Trijata was stumped.


‘No, we don’t. We understand affection. The rest are principles and duties that no one is allowed to override. When discipline fails, there is a penalty. We believe that mutual affection lasts till neither the receiver nor the giver is threatened. Love is overrated.’


Trijata’s explanation silenced Sita. It got me thinking too. Everyone in this country was taught the laws from a very young age. Even casual conversations were laced with words lifted straight from the constitution. No one could violate it. The king amended the rulebook as per evolving preferences and morals. The subjects went back to memorize the amended rules.


I would often watch her from my bedside window. Sita sat with her back against the base of the shimshapa tree. I seldom saw her resting. All day long she remained preoccupied, obsessing over her ideology. Passion crumbles into shards of broken glass if one is not empirical enough to identify and revise the follies. Follies are many, in everything. Who would explain this to Sita? Her faith had been her only solace since Ravan had separated her from Ram.


She was looking skywards, singing her poetry. Sita’s voice was not that of a trained vocalist. The rugged, oral composition burned and broke the surface of the earth. It quaked with her truth, shaking the foundations of the lavish palace that sprawled many floors below the ground, while majestic staircases spiralled towards the sky. Ravan wanted his palace in Lanka to be as enormous as Mount Kailash, and his woman in its chambers to resemble a thousand goddesses.


There was a vast difference between my worship and Ravan’s. I followed Shankar; Ravan was a devotee of Maheshwar. I submitted to the power, he competed with it.


Did Sita expect the winds of Lanka to carry her poetry to Ram? Unlikely. The rowdy winds had a roar of their own. They would drown her voice in the ocean rather than acting as her messenger. Everyone in Lanka reported to Ravan, even the winds. This captive woman was the only contradiction.


Why did she sing? To irk Ravan? Again, unlikely. She didn’t do anything for Ravan. It was another matter altogether that the king couldn’t stand her music. Fearlessness can unnerve the sharpest swords.


The lyrics painted a portrait of the forthcoming Ram Rajya. A delightful country with bounteous rivers, broad paddy fields beside them, well-grown husks waiting to be milled, cheerful people and healthy cattle. Abundance in thoughts and deeds. Where the king of Ayodhya would sit with the peasants on a level ground. Her eyes were filled with an unrealistic fantasy that didn’t consider the strategic estimation underlying enterprising programmes. Adversities must be predicted in advance. Else, innocence gets trapped within undue controversies.


Sita’s tune was replete with the joys of motherhood. In her mind, she had adopted Ayodhya as her child. The songs promised protection and sustenance to her subjects, envisioning alliances leading to employment and expansion. She included her brothers-in-law – Lakshman, Bharat and Shatrughan – in her resource allocations. Wasn’t it Bharat’s mother who conspired their banishment so that her son could become king? Sita was quite oblivious to political choreographies. Poor woman! She was too forgiving, nice and naïve.


With a thud, I shut the huge window that opened to Ashok Vatika. Watching Sita was inspiring at times, depressing otherwise. I stepped backwards only to bump against a cold chest. Huge ruby and emeralds held together by gigantic gold threads needled my spine. Though turned away, I could feel Ravan’s agitation.


‘What attracts you to Sita?’ He made no attempts to conceal his displeasure.


‘Me!’ I exclaimed.


‘Don’t hide it, queen. You keep a watch on her all the time. When you miss an hour of her day, Trijata fills you in. Why?’


It was impossible to keep anything from Ravan as long as I stood on the soil of Lanka. I tried to walk past him. He grabbed my arm and pulled me towards himself. Raising my head with his finger on my chin, he looked into my eyes to read something unspoken.


‘Why do you bother, Mandodari? This woman is nobody in our world. I am speaking the truth,’ he whispered in angst. ‘Listen to me, queen. She is only a passing desire, no different from many others, born to serve the masters and die thereafter. No one will ever take your place.’


Ravan could be this direct. My smile invited a tense frown.


‘Who said I am possessive of my treasure?’


Ravan’s tight grip loosened, leaving a blue mark on my arm. I turned to leave, gently nursing the affected spot with my finger. Before I could move, his hand fell around my neck like iron shackles.


‘What did you just say? Repeat.’ His voice was shaking with anger. I could also sense pain. Ravan drew me to himself, his cheeks brushing up against my hair. This used to feel romantic till a few days ago, when I would run my fingers tenderly over his hands, one girdling my neck and the other around my waist. I would take off his large wrist bands and untie his armlets. He would drop the enormous ornament hanging down his neck. On his return from his expeditions, Ravan would bring samples of tree barks and beautiful stones for my collection. It was my childhood hobby to store architectural elements of the earth in jars and bowls for my personal study. Those were different days from another time.


‘Set her free. Return her to Ram.’ My voice choked. ‘She is bad company for Lanka.’


I could feel Ravan’s jaws tightening. ‘Even Ram may not want her back as badly as you seek their reunion,’ he dismissed. ‘Stop thinking about Sita. She and her people are no more than tough mud waiting to be crushed beneath my heels. I will do that in style so they remember their boundaries.’


A crash from behind startled us. Cold water touched my ankle and wriggled forward. Something slimy and soft was kicked aside. Ah, the lotus pot must have been in his way.


‘A cyclone builds in her breath,’ I continued to warn. ‘It will shatter the tallest and strongest pillars of Lanka. The pillars that were your vision and my art.’


Lately, I’ve had too many nightmares about a dilapidated Lanka, the golden country destroyed by the advent of invaders. Ravan had always valued my intuitions. This time, he was strangely distanced and unbending. I didn’t know how to bring him back. The presence of Sita had affected our relationship. ‘As long as she is here, I feel like a hostage too.’ I shuddered, looking at the closed window through which Sita’s songs permeated into my chamber.


‘Shift yourself elsewhere in the palace. Choose the quarters that are farthest from Ashok Vatika.’ Ravan wanted me to stop. I wish I could.


‘Not looking at the problem is hardly a solution,’ I retorted.


Finally, he pushed me away with great force and stormed out. I fell to the ground. Sarama walked in after a while to light the evening lamp and put back in order whatever Ravan had scattered. The younger sister-in-law, she wiped the floor and picked up the broken pieces of the pot, along with trampled remains of the soft lotus petals. By my bedside, she set a silver bowl and left a water lily afloat on its surface. Gently, she touched my head and motioned for me to rise. A warm blend of sunflower and coconut oils were applied over my neck and arms with the tip of her fingers. In the mirror in front of us, she caught me staring at the majestic lily.


‘Isn’t it beautiful?’ she gushed, her palm running all over my hand. The bluish bruise had subsided considerably.


‘A few mornings ago, I went for a bath in the pool beside the temple,’ I recollected. ‘It was quieter there. Ravan’s melodic morning chants resounded all over the place. One lotus swayed to his verses. Mesmerized by his voice and rhythm, it danced forward – as if possessed, to reach the end of the pond. It bent its stem to listen to his hymns as intently as it could.’ Sarama’s hands stilled on my elbow. ‘Charmed by this generous admirer, I picked it up and brought it here. Ravan destroyed that lotus this evening. Please inform him.’


Sarama got up quickly to complete the chores she had left unattended. She wouldn’t say a word to Ravan. She wouldn’t have to. Ravan was around somewhere, listening to our conversation. A response would come to us in some way or another, either to please us or to shock, at a time suitable to him.
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