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||ONE||

The ancient enmity of the devas and asuras had flared into a new rage. This time they fought for the dominion of the three worlds, as well as the natural riches and resources of each one. Determined to win, the devas appointed Brihaspati, son of Angirasa, as their preceptor, to officiate over their yagnas. Not to be outdone, the asuras appointed Kavya, son of Kavi, the Wise One, also known as Shukra, Shukracharya or Ushanas.

Now, Kavya Ushanas and Brihaspati were bitter rivals. Though both were brahmins and possessed of great spiritual power, each had different abilities and strengths. Immensely knowledgeable Brihaspati was able to guide the gods time and again to secure victory in battle, so much so that the result was almost always a foregone conclusion. Each time both factions joined forces, the devas massacred the asuras. But Kavya Ushanas possessed something that Brihaspati did not: he had the legendary sanjivani. This arcane science enabled him to restore the dead to life. Each time the devas joined battle with the asuras and slaughtered them on the battlefield, their guru applied his formidable craft and resurrected each one, as strong and virile as before.

After several such battles, the gods grew miserable. What good was their superiority in war, their immense feats of valour and daring, their bold assaults and brilliant strategies, their sacrifices and preparations, their relentless campaigns? Each time they wiped out their enemy forces, the preceptor of the asuras was able to revive them and things went back to the way they had been before! There could be no end to the conflict if this went on.

Finally in desperation, the gods devised a plan. They met with their guru’s eldest son, Kacha, and appealed to him for help. ‘Kavya Ushanas has a daughter named Devayani of whom he is most fond. You are of an age to be attractive to her. Insinuate yourself into her graces, use generosity, charm, impressive deeds, mellifluous words and all your virtues to steal her heart. Your mission is to convince her to get her father to reveal the secret of the sanjivani. Once we possess that secret knowledge, no longer will the asuras have this unfair advantage.’

Brihaspati’s son Kacha considered their proposal carefully and agreed that there was no other way to accomplish their aim. He consented to undertake the mission and left immediately for Vishaparva, capital city of the kingdom of the asuras and abode of Shukracharya.

Presenting himself to Kavya Ushanas, he offered his services as a disciple. He introduced himself honestly, for there was no point in trying to delude a man of such great wisdom. ‘Mahadev, I am Kacha, son of Brihaspati, grandson of Angirasa. If you do me the supreme honour of accepting me as your shishya, I shall practice brahmacharya for one thousand years.’

Irrespective of the differences between himself and Kacha’s father, as a brahmin Shukra could not deny Kacha’s request. It was the dharma of a brahmin to accept suitable disciples to his fold and he could find no fault with Kacha. Even if he was the son of his enemy, the fact remained that Angirasa himself had been Kavya Ushanas’s own guru at one time. How could he now refuse to teach the son of his own teacher? He welcomed his rival’s son with respect and warmth. ‘Kacha, you are welcome to reside here and learn what you can for as long as you desire. Your father’s reputation earns you that right. By asking me to be your guru, you show me immense respect. In turn, I too shall treat you with the same respect. In doing so, Brihaspati is also honoured.’

Under Shukra Ushanas’s guidance, Kacha took his vows, swearing allegiance to his new guru for the formidable duration he had himself imposed. Then began the thousand years of Kacha’s apprenticeship. He devoted himself to his allotted tasks with full diligence and devotion. But in every spare moment, he wooed the guru’s daughter, Devayani, with the same dedication and determination. He sang, played musical instruments, danced, made offerings of fruit and flowers, praised her beauty at every opportunity, and melted away her resolve and reserve. Yet while he charmed and won Devayani’s heart without question, whiling away every free moment with her, Kacha never broke his vows or strayed from his chosen path as a celibate disciple. Devayani respected him the more for this resoluteness and as time passed, began to love him dearly. They sported together and were lovers in all but the physical sense, and sang and danced away, intoxicated in each other’s company. Five hundred years passed in this manner.

Romancing the daughter of the preceptor of the asuras in the heart of their own domain was not something that could escape the attention of the demons. Assuming that Kacha was merely a disciple of their guru, they did not concern themselves much with the matter. But one day, quite by accident, the danavas came to know that Kacha was the son of Brihaspati, none other than the preceptor of the devas, their mortal enemies. When this knowledge spread through their ranks, the danavas were outraged. They debated whether to let the rest of their allied asura races know this shocking truth, but decided to keep it a secret for the time being. The truth could prove embarrassing and humiliating for the asuras, for their enemy had been cavorting with their own guru’s daughter under their very noses for half a millennium! Not speaking a word of what they knew, the danavas decided to solve the problem themselves, quietly and discreetly. Waylaying Kacha in the forest one day, they killed him. Chopping his body into pieces as tiny as sesame seeds, they fed his remains to the wild jackals and wolves of the forest. Then they departed, pleased at how they had handled the problem and avenged the shame visited upon their guru.

Kacha had been with the cows that day, overseeing them as they grazed. That evening, when the cows returned home without their cowherd, Devayani’s heart skipped a beat. She waited until sundown, hoping beyond hope that he was merely delayed for some reason. But when the sun had set and dusk had fallen over her father’s ashram, there was still no sign of Kacha. Perturbed, she went to her father. ‘Pitr, it was Kacha’s task to light the agnihotra fire after he returned home with the cows. The cows have all come home on their own, the sun has set and still the sacred fire has not been kindled. My heart tells me that something terrible must have happened to him.’

Her father considered the facts and mused that it was not like Kacha to forego his duties. Not once before had the loyal disciple ever failed to carry out a given chore on time, and failing to light the agnihotra fire before sundown was a major lapse. He agreed with his daughter; something must surely have happened to Kacha in the deep woods. The sage’s first thought was that perhaps some wild animal had killed and eaten his disciple, although he did not say so aloud, for his daughter was already agitated. Devayani persisted. ‘Father, you possess the knowledge to revive even the dead. I am convinced Kacha must be dead, otherwise he would never fail his chores. I beg you, use the power of the sanjivani and resurrect him. I cannot live a day without him!’ When Kavya Ushanas saw that his daughter meant every word she said, he did not hesitate further. If Kacha was not harmed, the sanjivani would have no effect; if indeed his disciple was dead, as both Devayani and he feared, then resurrecting him was a simple enough matter. He used his secret knowledge to summon Kacha.

To the great relief of his guru and the delight of the guru’s daughter, Kacha appeared soon afterwards, looking much the way he had looked before. When asked what had happened, he told them the truth: all he could recall was herding the cows through the pasture that afternoon, when someone struck him from behind, rendering him unconscious. The next thing he knew, he was awake and lying on the leafy forest ground far from the pasture, and night had fallen. For some reason he was naked, although shreds of his garments still clung to his skin in fragments. Curiously enough, the bodies of several dead wolves and jackals lay all around him, their bodies ripped and torn apart as if their bellies had exploded. Fashioning a temporary covering from bark, leaves and vines, he had found his way back through the woods to the ashram. That was all he recalled.

Devayani was thrilled beyond words to have her beloved back home safe. It was assumed that Kacha had been killed by the wolves and jackals and that the use of the sanjivani had compelled his digested remains to tear their way out of the bellies of the beasts, to reform magically into a living whole. The only facts available suggested such a conclusion.

Things went back to normal at once. Devayani and Kacha resumed their mutual adoration, and Brihaspati’s eldest son continued serving his guru faithfully and adhered rigidly to his vows, pleasing Shukracharya greatly with his devotion and austerity. Soon, the danavas came to know that Kacha was still alive and learned what had happened. They resolved to kill Kacha again, but this time they would ensure that even their great preceptor would not be able to resurrect his pupil. They waited impatiently for a suitable opportunity and found one soon enough.

Devayani had sent Kacha into a remote region of the forest to fetch a particular variety of flower she wanted. The danavas were waiting and waylaid him, killing him instantly. This time, instead of chopping his body to pieces, they burnt it first. Once it was charred and reduced to ashes, the pounded every last fragment of bone into fine powdery dust. This residue they mixed with soma, which their preceptor was partial to, on occasion. Kavya Ushanas drank the soma given by the danavas, unaware that he was consuming the remains of his shishya. Elated at their success and certain that their enemy could not be resurrected this time, the danavas went away to celebrate by indulging in some wine-drinking of their own.

A little later that same evening, Devayani again grew convinced that some mishap had befallen Kacha again. She went to her father who was resting languorously after consuming the soma. ‘Father, Kacha left this morning to collect flowers but has still not returned. Again the agnihotra fire is not lit and the cows remain unpenned. Surely something has happened to him again. Please use your sanjivani knowledge to locate and restore him.’

Shukra meditated briefly and immediately understood the extraordinary fate that had befallen Kacha. He opened his eyes and sorrowfully explained to his daughter, ‘My girl, Kacha has been killed again but this time I cannot revive him. We must let him proceed to the land of the dead. After all, he is mortal and all mortals must die someday. Today was his day to die. Accept it and let him go.’

But Devayani would not be appeased. She cried and grieved and wailed her anguish, straining her father’s heart. ‘What wrong has Kacha done that he should die so young? He was your most attentive and obedient pupil. He always served you immaculately. He performed every chore allotted to him and fulfilled his dharma. Even when I desired more than mere friendship, he stuck to his brahmacharya vows and remained austere and celibate. He is a great man, son of a great rishi and grandson of a great rishi as well. I could not ask for a finer life-companion. I love him too dearly to accept his loss and continue living. If you cannot revive him, then accept the knowledge that I too intend to kill myself. I shall go with him to the land of the dead and live there with him in the hereafter.’

By this time, his daughter’s anguish and the realization of what had befallen Kacha had removed all trace of intoxication from Shukracharya’s senses. He was upset by the foul murder of his pupil. The danavas had had no right to slay a pupil under his own guidance. ‘This is the murder of a brahmin, a terrible, unforgiveable sin under any circumstances. What Devayani says is not wrong. Kacha was innocent and pure. He did nothing to warrant such a heinous end. This is pure evil. How dare the danavas slaughter my own pupil? I shall not let this stand.’

Spurred by his daughter’s tears and angered by what his followers had done without consulting him, Maharishi Ushanas once again used the sanjivani to summon Kacha.

By the power of the arcane art of resurrection, Kacha’s consciousness returned to life. His body began to form and reassemble itself. But almost immediately, he became aware of his surroundings and understood where he was. Willing his own being to stop the process of reconstruction, he spoke to his guru from within his mind. ‘Gurudev, if you bring me back fully to life as I was before, it will cost you your own life! I am within your own belly.’

Even Maharishi Ushanas was taken aback at this revelation. ‘How did this come to pass, Kacha?’

This time, through the teachings of his guru, Kacha had been able to retain the memory of what transpired even after he was killed. He recounted everything that had been done to him. When Kavya Ushanas came to know that his own followers had not just committed the crime of brahmin-hatya, but had also desecrated their own guru’s body by tricking him into consuming another living being, he was deeply upset.

Devayani knew nothing of the conversation that had transpired between the disembodied Kacha and her father. She asked him tearfully why Kacha had still not returned. ‘Have you deployed the sanjivani yet, father?’ she asked.

‘This time, even my secret knowledge will not avail us, daughter,’ he said sadly. ‘For even though I dearly wish to restore your beloved Kacha to you, I cannot do so without ending my own life.’

Devayani could not follow her father’s meaning. So he explained further, touching his belly. ‘He is in my stomach. Only by tearing me apart can he live again. If you still wish me to do so, I shall deploy the sanjivani, but you will regain your beloved only to lose your father. Is that what you wish?’

Devayani’s heart was rent with pain yet again. ‘Of course not, father! How can I want you to die? That is too great a price to pay for Kacha’s death.’ But having said this, she could not discern what to do next. Losing Kacha was the end of her life, while the price of losing her father was too great to pay.

Kavya Ushanas saw her pain and confusion and came to a decision. Without troubling Devayani further, he sent her away with the assurance that all would soon be well. Trusting her father implicitly, she left him alone.

Shukracharya addressed Kacha directly through the power of his mind. ‘Heed my words well, shishya. Today is the day that you graduate from my gurukul, for I am about to do that which I have not done for any student before you in countless years. I am about to grant you knowledge of the secret and potent sanjivani. Through the use of this arcane craft you will possess the power to bring the dead back to life.’

The unformed Kacha was overjoyed when he heard this for it meant that his mission was about to be successful. ‘But why do you do me this great honour, master?’

‘My daughter loves you as dearly as she loves me. That is clear. Otherwise she would not be confused and would only grieve for you. But even though she knows now that restoring you to life would end my own life, she is unable to tell me plainly to let you remain dead. This proves to me that her love is genuine and enduring. I cannot see her pine her youth and life away, therefore I have decided to restore you to life.’

‘But it will kill you, gurudev!’ cried Kacha in alarm. For though he desired the success of his mission he respected his guru and did not wish to bring him harm.

‘That is why I am teaching you the secret of sanjivani. I shall use it first to restore you fully to life. This will result your bursting out of my belly and cause my own death. Thereafter, you shall use the knowledge to restore me to life again! I have considered all possibilities and this is the only way for us both to live and for Devayani to have both a husband and a father.’

Kacha was humbled by his guru’s great wisdom and trust. ‘You are great beyond description, gurudev,’ he said.

Ushanas nodded in response and said silently: ‘Act in accordance with dharma.’

Then the preceptor of the asuras administered the sanjivani in full, and Kacha was instantly restored to his full bodied form. He emerged from the guru’s right side, as radiant with life as the full moon in shuklapaksha, and stood before his master’s mangled corpse. He looked down at the torn organs and gore and mused at the supreme trust his guru had placed in him by sacrificing his own life to save his future son-in-law. Not for an instant did the thought of treachery ever cross Kacha’s mind. Acting with speed and exactly as he had been instructed, the son of Brihaspati used the same knowledge that had just saved his own life to resurrect his guru. Before his marvelling eyes, the body of Ushanas reformed itself, leaving not a trace of blood or a single spare bit of flesh. A moment later, Maharishi Kavya Ushanas stood before his pupil. Pleased at his work, the guru blessed his student even as Kacha prostrated himself on the ground and paid homage to the great one.

Kacha said, ‘Not for nothing is the guru-shishya parampara the cornerstone of our civilization. Not for nothing is the guru regarded a god in human form and equally deserving of worship and devotion as the thirty-three devas. For the guru is the giver of knowledge and the guardian of the fount of wisdom. Without the guru, future generations would become directionless and lose their way in the world. Of all precious objects in the world, nothing is more precious than knowledge, and the guru, as caretaker of knowledge, is the most precious of all things on earth. You may search the four cardinal directions without finding anyone or anything of greater value than a good guru. To fail to acknowledge the guru’s greatness is to inevitably descend into the hellish realms.’

Moved powerfully by Kacha’s words and devotion, Shukracharya was keenly aware that though this was the son of his greatest enemy, yet he had honourably and diligently followed dharma, fulfilled his guru’s given task, and upheld the sacred tie of guru and shishya. Once given knowledge of the sanjivani method and restored to life, Kacha could easily have left this place, taking Devayani with him if he pleased, and returned to his father and his allies, the devas, his mission successfully completed. For by dint of his having ingested and digested Kacha, Shukra now knew everything about the young man. There were quite literally no secrets left between them. And he was profoundly moved by what he had learned. Not only had Kacha done exactly as instructed, he had then professed his love and devotion to his guru in such a passionate eloquent outpouring that Ushanas was moved to the core. In contrast, consider the heinous nature of his own followers. Look at what the danavas had done! They had committed sacrilege, desecrating their own guru’s body by feeding a dead corpse to him! Outrageous and unacceptable behaviour such as this could not go unpunished. Moreover, they had duped him by plying him with soma, knowing he had a fondness for the honey wine. And as for the supreme sin of killing a brahmin – that too an innocent who had committed no harm or transgression against anyone – his brain seethed with anger.

But first he must address his own weakness. The failing that had enabled the wily danavas to succeed in this ploy must be eliminated. Not only in himself, but in all brahmins henceforth. For as a preceptor to the race of asuras, he had a responsibility to lay down tenets of dharma that would benefit future generations to come as well.

Kavya rose in anger, even Kacha stepping back wide-eyed as he saw the resoluteness shining on that ancient face, made powerful and dazzling by the blue sheen of brahman that exuded from his being.

‘Hear me now,’ said Kavya Ushanas, ‘it was my own stupidity in drinking soma that brought about this pass. Had I not been self-indulgent, the danavas could not have plied me with this polluted wine and made me too drunk to know what I was doing. Had I not drunk, Kacha would not have been subsumed into my body, nor would I have had to reveal to him the sanjivani method to restore him to life. Therefore, I start by pronouncing an eternal ban on the consumption of wine by brahmins. Should any brahmin be stupid enough to drink wine, he will be deemed to have committed a crime no less than that of killing a fellow brahmin and shall be hated by everyone. For the consumption of wine is but another form of murder. I, Kavya Ushanas Shukra, lay down this dharma for brahmins in all the worlds, in all time.’

Then did the preceptor of the asuras roar with power and use his brahmanic energies to summon the foolish ones who had attempted to dupe him. Ripped from reality wherever they were, in the midst of doing whatever they were doing, the danavas who had slain Kacha and fed him to their guru in the soma were dragged by unseen forces and hurled across the sky. Screaming and wailing in fear, they came flying through the air like rotted tree stumps flung helter-skelter by a cyclone. They landed hard, their bones cracking loudly as they fell to the ground before Maharishi Ushanas. At the sight of their guru, his face masked with anger and shining with immense power, they trembled and cringed in fear. Prostrating themselves before him, they pleased for mercy and admitted their crimes unconditionally.

‘Danavas,’ said Kavya. ‘You thought you were shrewd and tactful. You thought that by murdering the ally of the devas you would kill a spy and prevent our secret of resurrection from being stolen by the enemy. But in fact, by your own efforts and folly, you have ensured that Kacha now possesses the very secret you sought to protect!’

At this, the danavas moaned and cried out with self-recrimination and were miserable at the error of their ways. They pleaded with their guru to forgive them and to take back the knowledge he had given Kacha.

But Ushanas was firm. ‘This knowledge was not stolen by Kacha nor was it obtained by him through any ruse or deceptive means. He was performing his duties as a shishya diligently and had served me immaculately for five hundred years. Your devious actions brought about this crisis. I wished to restore Kacha to life but could not do so without killing myself. Therefore I willingly and happily entrusted him with the sanjivani and requested him to use the knowledge to restore me in turn once he was revived. He fulfilled his dharma and acted more honourably than you, my own followers! Let him now stand as an example of the greatness of a brahmin when he adheres to his given path without compromise. Due to his actions, words and unstinting adherence to dharma, I pronounce Kacha to be as powerful as Brahma himself!’

At this the danavas were filled with a great fear for they had accomplished the exact opposite of what they had sought to accomplish. Instead of killing the spy and depriving the enemy of the secret knowledge, they had handed it over on a platter and in addition had rewarded the spy with the ultimate blessing any brahmin could attain. Humbled and ashamed, they crawled and carried one another away from the guru’s ashram before he turned his wrath upon them for their part in the mishap. Disgusted, his anger spent, Shukracharya let them leave unharmed, knowing that what they had already done was punishment enough.



||TWO||

The remainder of Kacha’s apprenticeship to Guru Shukracharya passed uneventfully. When the full thousand years had ended, Kacha asked his preceptor’s permission to depart and received it with warmth and blessings.

While he was preparing to leave, Devayani heard the news and came rushing to his humble dwelling place. She was breathless, heaving with excitement, her face flushed and reddened. ‘My love, what is this I hear? Tell me it is not true? You cannot be leaving here without even saying goodbye to me?’

Kacha continued putting things in order as he had been doing. He wished to leave everything exactly as it had been before he came, as surely another disciple would take his place in this humble spot. He spoke to Devayani as he worked. ‘I shall say goodbye now then, Devayani. I am leaving now. I shall not return. My apprenticeship is done and Mahaguru has given me his blessing to go home.’

Devayani stared at him. ‘But what of our love? Our long wait for this very day? So many times we have talked of how you would complete your apprenticeship and receive my father’s blessings to go home. Then you would be free to become a grihasta and take a wife. And now that day has come at last! Surely we shall now do what we have planned for so long, Kacha, my love?’

Kacha finished setting the little corner of the thatched hut in order and looked up at Devayani. ‘Beautiful Devayani, it is true we have spoken of this and many other things during the time I was here. But now I wish to return home to pursue my dharma. I came here with a goal in mind, to learn the sanjivani secret. That goal has been accomplished. Now I must return home and pass on the secret to my father’s followers that they may use it profitably in the war against the asuras. That is my dharma and I cannot deviate from it.’

So saying, Kacha turned his back on the guru’s daughter and exited the hut. As he emerged into the sunshine of the bright cheerful morning, and began to walk through the ashram, filled with sweet air and the euphonious songs of birds, Devayani came rushing out behind him, her anga-vastra, hair and kohl in disarray from weeping and beating her chest. ‘Stop!’ she cried out, eyes flashing. ‘As your preceptor’s daughter, I command you! Halt!’

Kacha indeed stopped but remained facing in the direction of departure, not even turning his head back to look at Devayani. For despite his intense resolve and self-discipline, the son of Angirasa’s heart was not made of stone. He felt the pain and anguish of being parted from Devayani no less than she did. It was breaking his heart to walk away thus from his great love, with whom he had spent a thousand years of his youth in anticipation of this very day when he would be considered ready to assume the mantle of a married man and householder. His soul wept to deny her – and to deny himself – that pleasure, and instead to stick to the original plan for which he had been sent here, sacrificing his own desires and love so that he might fulfill his dharma. The other denizens of the ashram paused in their chores to observe this unfolding drama. All of them already knew what was unfolding and it was only her naïve innocence and unswaying love for Kacha that had blinded Devayani to this inevitable outcome. Their hearts also ached for the two young lovers and this tragic end to their love story.

Approaching Kacha, Devayani raised a hand, pointed a finger at him, and shook it violently in his face. ‘You are my father’s pupil. You have exchanged words with me. I now demand that you act upon those words! Take me as your wife!’

When Kacha did not respond at once, she softened, perhaps hearing the tone of her own voice. ‘Kacha, I love you! I know that you love me too. Why do you deny our love now? I am not asking that you take me away stealthily. I am certain my father will give his blessings to our union. We can be married with all rites and ceremony.’

Kacha looked at her sorrowfully, his wan face revealing the anguish he held contained within himself. ‘Devayani, you are greatly beloved to me and shall always be. But you are my guru’s daughter. I must honour you no less than I honour him. Therefore, according to dharma, I cannot accept you as my wife. This union is not possible. It is best if you forget me completely and continue with your own life.’

He made a move forward but Devayani blocked him physically with her own body. ‘Kacha, Kacha, listen to me! There is no question of violating dharma! I am my father’s daughter. I would never do anything against dharma either! If you were my father’s son, that would be a different matter. But you are only the son of his preceptor. While I admit that does make you akin to his son in a sense, it is not a biological fact!’

Kacha said gently, ‘Devayani, what you want can never happen. Let me pass.’

But still she persisted. ‘Have you forgotten that it was I who urged my father to revive you when the danavas first killed you in the forest? And the second time as well, when you were in my own father’s body, even then I wished him to revive you and could not bear losing you forever? If not for me, you would not exist today! You owe me your life, Kacha!’

He bowed his head. ‘That I do, and for that I am eternally gratefully. I shall worship you no less than I worship your father. But I cannot marry you.’

‘Why not?’ she cried. ‘What do I lack? What do you find wanting in me? Is it beauty? Is it my body, my face, my eyes? At least tell me why you spurn me so cruelly? I have never loved anyone but you. And for a thousand years I believed you had never loved anyone before me.’

‘It is so,’ he admitted. ‘I did not. And to answer your question, no, it is not that I find anything wanting in you.’ He reached out, touching her face one last time, stroking her smooth cheek, her delicate jawline, her soft upper chin. ‘Your eyes, your face, your beauty, everything pleased me more than I can express in words. If I sought a wife now I would not seek anyone else. But I have a dharma to uphold and to marry you would be to violate that dharma.’

She started to speak again and he shushed her with his finger, gently.

‘Hear me out,’ he said softly. ‘For there is a very valid reason under dharma why I cannot wed you. It pains me as much as it pains you but it is a fact that cannot be disputed.’

Her eyes asked the silent question: WHAT?

He took a deep breath, released it, then said: ‘When I was killed by the danavas the second time, my body cremated, then crushed to fine powdery ash, mixed with soma wine, and fed to your father surreptitiously, his body ingested and digested me.’

She nodded slowly. ‘Yes, I know this already. So?’

‘By the time your father sobered sufficiently to decide what to do to revive me, he had already digested me almost completely. I had become a part of his body, mingling with his blood, his flesh, his bones, his hair, his nails … there was no part of him with which my body had not intermingled.’

She frowned but was silent, considering this. Even though she had been aware that Kacha was in her father’s belly, yet she had never thought through the implications of that fact. Her beautiful forehead creased in thought as she listened to Kacha’s words.

‘When he revived me, it was not possible to perfectly separate every cell of my body from his own. Therefore, I was reconstituted from parts that could only be described as a hybrid of his and my bodies. In short, I was created from your father’s own body, no less than you yourself were created from a part of his own body.’

Devayani’s eyes widened as she finally understood what Kacha meant to tell her. She began to shake her head from side to side in denial, tears springing from her beautiful black eyes and streaming down her face.

‘I am as much your father’s son now, as you are his daughter. We are both created from his body and mind. It was the only way for him to revive me. I am literally now the son of his flesh. For us to marry would be a crime against dharma. Your father realized this and he and I exchanged awareness of it without needing to discuss further. He could not bear to tell you, for he knew it would break your heart and plunge you into despair for the remainder of my stay here. He trusted me enough to know I would never violate my dharma by laying a hand in passion upon my own sister. Now that the time has come for me to leave, I am telling you the truth. Yet it is a truth of which you are already aware, even if you have not let yourself acknowledge it. Oh, Devayani. Before this happened, I would still have married you. It would have been hard to do so, with our fathers being preceptors to warring enemies, but I would have found a way. Somehow. Anyhow. But once I emerged from your father’s body, I was no less than your biological brother. I am not the same Kacha I was before, not exactly. You have suspected and known this for a long time but perhaps your heart did not permit your mind to accept the truth. Now you must accept it and accept also the fact of our parting. For we can never be what you wish us to be; man and wife. Therefore it is best that I leave here now and never return. I wish you well, my love. I wish you the best in life. I ask your blessings now before I go, wish me well too, as someone who never transgressed dharma even when it cost me my own happiness.’

Devayani staggered back, struck by Kacha’s words as by a lightning bolt. Her face was twisted with conflicting emotions: love, hate, anger, disbelief, frustration, all warred there and marred her beauty. ‘Bless you? I curse you, Kacha! Because you set your dharma and your promise to your father’s followers above your love for me, I curse you! The very knowledge you came to seek, the precious, secret sanjivani that everyone prizes so dearly and seeks out so desperately, you shall never be able to put that same method to use, not once, not ever! This I declare as my father’s daughter!’

At this, all those watching quailed, for a curse was a terrible thing, and the curse of a woman spurned, a brahmin’s daughter no less, was a thing to fear and dread. Even Maharishi Kavya Ushanas, listening to every word of the exchange, bowed his head sadly for he knew that while Kacha had earned only the fruit of his own actions, yet he did not wholly deserve the suffering meted out to him today.

Still, Kacha did not return fire with fire. Instead, he smiled and bowed his head in acceptance. ‘So be it. As I love you and as you are my guru’s daughter, I cannot refuse you. If you choose to curse me, then your curse will be fulfilled. I shall never be able to employ the sanjivani for which I came and spent a thousand years, died twice physically, and died once more in every other sense this very day when I broke your heart as well as my own. Let this be my danda.’ He joined his palms together and continued, ‘But I still possess knowledge of the secret method. And I shall still teach it to my father’s followers. And others shall learn its use and put it to work. Therefore my dharma shall be fulfilled.’

And with those final words, Kacha, son of Angirasa, started forward and set out on his way, leaving the ashram of Shukracharya forever. Her heart breaking, Devayani watched him go and, with his departure, love as well as the ability to love itself fled her heart forever.


||THREE||

Years passed.

Devayani never truly got over the heartache of losing her first lover. While others who lost love came to terms with the loss and moved on, she remained bitter and indignant about being deprived of her beloved. She blamed everyone for the loss and resented everything. It made her a bitter and spiteful person, given to outbursts and tantrums and on occasion, even vengeful behaviour.

One such instance occurred when a group of asuri were bathing in the river near the ashram of Guru Shukracharya. Amongst them was Devayani and also her best friend since childhood, Sharmishtha. While they were bathing, a mischievous breeze sent by Lord Indra, king of the Devas, sent their garments flying helter-skelter on the bank of the river.

After the women finished bathing and emerged laughing from the river, Devayani picked up the garment nearest to her. The other women did the same, none realizing at first that their clothes were interchanged. As they dressed and saw each other dressing, realization dawned. Most of the other women simply laughed and assumed it was a prank played by some gandharva. Some even called out to whomever might be hiding behind the trees, teasing them about being too shy to come out and play with the girls. None minded the others wearing their garments for they were all asuris and regarded one another as equals. But when Devayani saw Sharmishtha wearing her garments, she lost her temper.

‘Asuri! How dare you wear my clothes? Don’t you realize you are inferior to me? I shall now have to burn those clothes. I cannot possibly be seen wearing them again! You asuris have no sense of how to behave or conduct yourselves, ignorant women!’

At this uncalled-for rebuke, Sharmishtha lost her temper as well. For though she was indeed an asuri, and as such supposed to treat Devayani with greater respect, she being the daughter of the guru of the asuras, yet her father was none other than Vrishaparva, lord among asuras. She took offense at Devayani’s tone and words and lashed out sharply. ‘Who do you think you are? Just because you are Shukra’s daughter you think you can speak to anyone thus? I would have you know that my father is more respected than your own!’

Devayani stopped in the midst of stripping off the garments she had mistakenly pulled on and glared at Sharmishtha. ‘What nonsense are you spouting, asuri? Do you even know what you’re saying? My father is the preceptor of your entire race! Everyone bows before him. He is above every single asura, and more respected than anyone else in this realm.’

Sharmishtha made an offensive sound that drew nervous laughter from the other girls and a shocked reaction from Devayani. ‘Go speak your wild claims to the fish in the river. They might even believe you! My father is higher than your father amongst the asura race. Even when seated or lying down, he is still higher! In fact, you should see the way your father, the great Kavya Ushanas, bows and cringes before my father! My father says his compliments are so sweet, they sicken his stomach. Because that is what your father does: he is a man who begs and praises and pleads for alms, and always has his hand out for more droppings. He survives on the generosity of asuras like my father. Without us he would be nothing. And you? You are nothing. You are not even your father! You are just a beggar who is too deluded to realize it. We pity you and let you pretend and keep your airs but nobody here respects you at all! Even your great beloved, Kacha spurned you and left rather than ask for your hand in marriage. And we all know how you begged and pleaded with him. Because that’s what beggars do!’

Devayani was furious. She had no words to offer. Twin points of rage burned on her high cheekbones like smouldering coals. Her dark eyes were as venomous as a queen cobra’s fangs. Tearing off Sharmishta’s garment, she flung it at the asuri who had been her friend until now. Then she stalked over to where Sharmishta stood and tried to wrest her own garment from her.

But Sharmishta was an asuri after all, and no stranger to aggression and violence. She slapped Devayani roughly, and at once a fight broke out between the two girls. Devayani’s garment was ripped in half during the struggle. Sobbing and humiliated, Devayani clutched the half garment and began to stumble back homewards. But Sharmishta followed her and chased her down. They fought again in the forest and while fighting, Sharmishtha saw the open mouth of a well behind the other girl. Manoeuvering Devayani in that direction, she pushed her into the well. Devayani’s arms cartwheeled and she struggled to keep her balance, but her feet slipped on the mossy rim of the well’s lip and she plunged down into the dark, cold hole, landing with a scream and a splash far below. Sharmishtha threw the remains of her garment after her.

‘Wear this now and see who admires your beauty, you beggar’s daughter!’ Sharmishtha yelled down the mouth of the well. Her own voice came up, echoing off the stone walls. She remained flat on her belly, listening for several moments, but could hear nothing else, except the gentle slap-slap-slap of the water against the walls. Not a whisper from Devayani, not even a whimper or cry for help. Sharmishtha realized that Shukracharya’s daughter must be dead. She had probably struck her head or neck on the way down and either lay with a smashed skull or broken neck. In any case, if she was unconscious down there, she was as good as dead, for she would drown in the water. She already knew that Devayani could not even tread water to stay afloat, for when they played in the river the Maharishi’s daughter would never dare to venture beyond the reach of her feet.

Looking around, Sharmishtha heard the sounds of the other girls approaching. Acting quickly, she pulled the wooden cover of the well into place and ran to meet them. They saw her dishevelled, bleeding face and arms and exclaimed aloud. She told them that Devayani and she had fought and that she had beaten the guru’s daughter so badly that she had run home wailing to her father. She told them she had thrown the rest of the precious garment after Devayani, telling her to wear it to her marriage if she liked it so much! They all laughed at that, for everyone of them had felt the sharp edge of Devayani’s tongue at some time or other, and all felt that the brahmin girl thought much too highly of herself.

Sharmishtha and the other girls went home and quickly forgot about the incident by the river. Sharmishtha assumed that Devayani was dead and never went back to the well again.


||TWO||

Around this time, Yayati, one of six sons of the supremely powerful king, Nahusha, happened to visit that same region of the forest, seeking deer to hunt. He rode one excellent horse and was followed by a spare, for he was fond of wandering far and wide in search of good game. This time he had ridden so far, both his horses were exhausted and so was he. Seeking water, he spied the wooden cover of the well into which Sharmishtha had pushed Devayani and moved the cover aside, expecting to find water to slake his thirst and refresh his horses.

Instead of water, he was surprised to see a woman at the bottom of the well. Unknown to Sharmishtha, the well was almost dry, with only a little water and muddy sludge at the bottom. This had broken Devayani’s fall and saved her life but the impact had knocked her unconscious. In addition, the sun had been slanted to the west, casting deep shadows into the well, which made it impossible for Sharmishtha to see inside clearly. Assuming the silence to mean death, Sharmishtha had covered up her crime and gone about her way.

It so happened that when Yayati looked in, the sun was exactly overhead, and its light shone directly into the tube of the well, enabling him to see clearly. It was some days after Devayani had fallen in, and while she was thinner from want of food, she was very much alive. If anything, her forced fasting only brought out her inner beauty and the unusual perspective of the well gave her a certain magical appearance, captivating Yayati on sight. What he saw was a beautiful young woman, with lips and fingernails as red as copper, eyes that glittered, high cheekbones and a dusky coal-grey complexion that was set off by a pair of scintillating earrings and a bejewelled nose ring, clad in barely any garments.

When Yayati was met by the unexpected sight of a beautiful young woman looking up mournfully, asking for help, he was taken aback. So unexpected was this discovery, he thought it must be a hallucination brought on by exhaustion or thirst. Then Devayani spoke, her voice echoing softly and mournfully in the muffled confines of the well, and he realized she was no hallucination but a real flesh-and-blood woman. Regaining his composure, he peered down again at the vision of beauty, and asked with all the princely charm he possessed: ‘Beautiful woman with the nails of copper, earrings of gold, skin like polished ebony, and eyes like glittering gems, who are you? Why are you crying? What are you doing at the bottom of this well? Are you a gandharva, an apsara or some other beautiful spirit of this forest trapped here for some reason? Tell me honestly for I am new to these parts and am not familiar with the customs and denizens of the region.’

Devayani looked up at the handsome face of the young man gazing down at her, the sun behind his head flaring like a corona of energy around the head of some supernatural being, and wondered if she was viewing a vision. She decided to answer as honestly as possible without revealing the exact story of what had befallen her until she knew who he was in turn and whether her tormentor was nearby. After days spent in the darkness and damp of the well, she had nursed a great anger towards her former companion. She had vowed to herself that if she survived this experience and was able to emerge from this prison alive, she would seek vengeance against Sharmishtha. She did not know how or when she would do it, but she would be avenged for her humiliation as well as her attempted murder. But as the hours turned into night and night into day and then another night and day, she grew miserable with self-pity and deprivation, her anger turning to a cold fury. By the time Yayati found her, all she desired was to be freed from this hole and to return home. When the cover of the well was moved aside and the handsome young male face peered down she saw it as a benediction of the Almighty Creator upon her. After all that she had suffered, the loss of her beloved Kacha, the humiliation by Sharmishtha – a woman barely fit to be her maid and companion – and the days and nights spent hungry and cold in this miserable well, she saw Yayati as a saviour. Surely he had not come here by accident and merely happened to open the cover of the well to find her. Surely he had been put upon this path by some greater force at work. She saw it as a sign that her fortunes were about to change.

‘Great king,’ she replied, ‘for I can see from your aspect that you are most certainly one of high birth and lineage, I am the daughter of Shukracharya, also known as Kavya Ushanas, preceptor to the asuras, possessor of the fabled sanjivani knowledge that can revive even the dead. I fell into this well by accident and have been trapped here for some time. Neither my father nor anyone else could have realized that I have fallen down here, hence nobody came to my rescue. It is my great fortune to have been found by you. I beg you, save me from this place.’

Yayati needed no further urging. Fashioning a lifeline from hemp ropes, he tied one end to both his horses and the other around his waist before lowering himself into the dark narrow well. The instant he reached the bottom, Devayani embraced him warmly, relieved and genuinely happy to be saved. Yayati resisted the surge of feelings her proximity provoked in him and focussed his energy on securing the rope around her waist, before tugging and clicking his tongue and calling out to urge his horses to draw them out of the well. Soon, they were out of the well and he untied the rope from around Devayani’s waist reluctantly. She was even more beautiful in the daylight and though he avoided gazing directly at her lack of modesty and offered her a part of his own anga-vastra to cover herself, he had seen and felt enough of her youth and beauty to be completely infatuated with desire. He had no wish to say goodbye to her.

But while Devayani was equally attracted to her regal saviour, her heart was still fixed on vengeance. She requested Yayati to drop her off near the hut where her companion stayed, not willing to go to the main ashram in her present state. Yayati gladly did as she requested and was frankly disappointed when she bade him a quick if heartfelt goodbye and went into the hut of her friend. But he had been on the hunt for too many days already with little success – unless one counted finding a beautiful doe at the bottom of a well to be good hunting – and it was time for him to return to his capital city. He turned the heads of his horses and rode away, but not before marking in his mind the location of Devayani’s friend’s hut and the ashram nearby, with every intention of seeing her again soon.

Devayani’s friend Ghurnika was shocked to see her appear thus, in her dishevelled and starved condition, oddly clad. ‘Where have you been? Your father has been worried sick about you! Everyone has been out looking for you. Where were you these past days?’

Devayani was curt and impatient. ‘Where is my father now? I must see him at once.’

‘He is in the palace,’ Ghurnika said, ‘Attending to his duties as usual. Worried though he was about you, he could not neglect his tasks.’

Devayani nodded. ‘Yes, of course. I must ask you to go and fetch him at once. Tell him what has happened to me. I will coach you on what to say. You must leave immediately.’

‘Surely. We can go together. He will be so relieved to see you safe and sound.’

‘No!’ Devayani’s voice was sharp and brooked no disagreement. ‘I cannot go to Vrishaparva’s palace, I will not even enter the city! I must ask you to go and fetch him. Will you do this for me?’

‘Of course,’ Ghurnika said. ‘But…’

‘I will explain everything later. Right now, do as I say. Tell this to my father …’

Ghurnika followed her friend’s instructions to the letter. Reaching the palace of the asuras, she went straight to Maharishi Kavya Ushanas and greeted him deferentially. ‘Gurudev, I have brought news of Devayani.’

Shukracharya was immediately concerned. ‘What news? Tell me. Is she well?’

Ghurnika glanced around at the asura nobles and ministers present. ‘My Lord, what I have to say is for your ears only.’

The preceptor did not question her reasons for desiring privacy. He waited until they were in a place where none other could hear them, then urged her. ‘Now tell me, is my daughter well?’

‘Yes, great one. She is quite hale and hearty. It was she who bade me come to you in the palace and bring you this message.’

The guru was a wise man. As preceptor of the asuras he had seen and known more in his single lifetime than most people experience in several lifetimes. He understood that something had transpired which had to be dealt with delicately. ‘What is it? Tell me everything. Leave nothing out.’

‘Gurudev, Devayani was attacked in the forest by Sharmishtha and left for dead at the bottom of a well. She escaped from the well only today. That was why she was nowhere to be found.’

Guru Shukra took in this news with equanimity. ‘You are certain of this fact?’

‘Yes, my lord. She herself told me to pass on this message to you. She asked me to do so discreetly so no one else would hear.’

Kavya Ushanas considered this silently. His daughter had been sensible to have issued that instruction. After all, this palace was Vrishaparva’s domain, as was the city itself. And Sharmishtha was Vrishaparva’s daughter! Had Ghurnika related this news before anyone else, a scandal would have exploded in the city.

He thanked Ghurnika for her discretion and help, then asked her to take him at once to the place where his daughter was staying. He told no one else what had happened.

When he was with Devayani, he enfolded her in his arms with a father’s joy at seeing his offspring safe and sound. Once they had exchanged the emotional relief of being reunited, he asked her gently, ‘What happened? Tell me the truth.’

‘The truth is that Sharmishtha tried to kill me. It is sheer luck that I survived her assault and the fall into the well. And it is through my own perseverance that I was able to climb out of the well at last today and return to you. She left me for dead, father! She thought she had murdered me and she left me for dead!’ Devayani sobbed in her father’s arms, but even through her anguish, her voice and face betrayed her rage.

Shukracharya looked at her closely. ‘How did this happen?’

‘She just attacked me for no reason,’ Devayani said. ‘She’s a murderess!’

The preceptor was too wise not to see something amiss with this overly simplistic explanation. ‘People don’t just attack for another for no reason. There must have been some cause or provocation. Maybe you said or did something to set her off? Whether knowingly or unknowingly?’

‘I did nothing to her, father!’ Devayani insisted tearfully.

The guru shook his head slowly, his lined face uncertain, the long greying beard still and stiff. ‘I find that hard to believe, beloved daughter. What reason would she have? Perhaps it was some old enmity that she was seeking to avenge? Did you do something to cause her unhappiness a long time ago?’

‘Do you not believe me?’ she asked plaintively. ‘I tell you, I did nothing to cause her to strike me or want me dead! Why will you not believe me?’

Guru Kavya Ushanas sighed and looked away. ‘Vrishaparva’s daughter would not raise a hand on their preceptor’s daughter without some provocation or justification.’

‘That is the reason then!’ Devayani cried. ‘It was because I am your daughter that she attacked me. She said so herself! I did not realize it at the time, but now that you are asking me, I recall it clearly. She said terrible, awful things about you immediately before she began attacking me. Tired from my imprisonment at the bottom of the well and hurt from the beating and the fall, I forgot to tell you this earlier. But now I recall every ugly word she spat at me before she attempted to murder me.’

Shukracharya stared at her. ‘Because you are my daughter? Why would that be a reason for Vrishaparva’s daughter to attack you? He is a lord of the asuras, king of the danavas, one of my followers. As their preceptor, they look up to me with undying respect. The thought of striking any brahmin would never cross their minds. The idea that they would harm their own guru’s daughter is unthinkable!

‘Yet they murdered Kacha, not once but twice,’ she pointed out shrewdly, ‘and the second time they didn’t just strike him and kill him, they cremated him and fed you the ashes mingled in soma!’

Kavya turned his face away in embarrassment. He had never forgiven himself for getting drunk on soma that day. It had been the last time he had ever consumed alcohol but the memory was still fresh in his mind. If not for his vile habit, he would never have had to pass on the secret of sanjivani to the devas. The memory rankled. Devayani’s words succeeded in their intention: they made him recall that the danavas had indeed transgressed their bounds and acted with great irreverence towards him. He was silent.

Seeing that she had struck a nerve, Devayani pressed her advantage. ‘Father, listen to me. She flew into a rage. It was as if a fit came over her and she began to spout the most horrible untruths and insults! Her eyes were red like a rakshasa’s and her voice was shrill like that of an Uraga in heat. She ranted on and on, spewing insults and saying awful things about you. I couldn’t bear to hear it!’

Ushanas frowned. ‘About me? What did she say about me?’ Until now he had assumed that this was the consequence of some disagreement between the two girls. Sharmishtha and Devayani had been friends for years, after all, and friends did sometimes fight, often bitterly. But with the reminder of how the danavas had acted towards his erstwhile disciple and then towards himself, their own guru, the first seed of malice had been sown in his heart. Now, he was genuinely shocked to hear that the daughter of his greatest patron had said untruths about him!

Devayani said in a quivering voice that revealed her own disgust at the words she was repeating: ‘She said I was the daughter of one who was nothing more than a beggar for alms, hand always stretched out, asking, always asking, saying whatever he had to in order to curry favour or gain a few coins or grains.’

Shukra stared at his daughter, dumbfounded. ‘She said that?’

Devayani went on, emboldened by the fact that she was repeating the truth. Sharmishtha had indeed said all those things. ‘She said you only praised the asuras in order to gain their scraps and leavings. She made you out to be a person without pride or dignity, someone no less than a stray dog on the streets of her father’s city who would wag his tail and beg dolefully for a morsel of food. Oh, father, it was terrible! I could not bear to hear her say such things. And the tone in which she shouted and ranted. All our friends were there and they heard her as well. It was the most humiliating experience of my life!’

Shukracharya caught his daughter by the shoulders, staring at her intently. His piercing black eyes were wide and alert. ‘You say others heard her say these things as well? Your other girl companions?’

She nodded. ‘By the river. We had just finished bathing. They were witness to the whole incident. Then she tried to steal my garments and wear them herself. When I tried to take them back, she pushed me away. I was scared. I ran from there. She followed me into the forest where no one else could see and she attacked me. She kept screaming insults at you, saying worse things, that I can never repeat, and she tried to kill me. I stumbled and fell into a dark place, into water and mud which broke my fall. And I lost consciousness. When I awoke, I realized I was at the bottom of a well and she had pulled the cover shut above me, trapping me inside. I screamed until my voice was hoarse but nobody could hear me. It’s a miracle that a chivalrous young king happened to be passing by. He heard my cries, helped me out, and thanks to his grace, I was able to come back here alive. He was King Yayati, son of Nahusha.’

Shukra knew now that she was telling the absolute truth. Whatever reason Vrishaparva’s daughter might have had to lose her temper at his daughter, she had certainly done and said all these things to Devayani. He could hear and see the truth in her eyes, face and voice. It hardly mattered what Devayani had said to provoke the asuri. This was beyond humiliation or a childish quarrel. It was intolerable! This was attempted murder, no less.

‘Father?’ Devayani asked, unable to read his mind as easily as he had read her’s. ‘You do believe me, do you not? I am telling the truth!’

‘Yes, my daughter. I believe you,’ he said grimly. ‘You must know that those terrible things she said were all lies. It is a brahmin’s dharma to live off alms as best as he can, not because he is a dog who seeks to curry favour, but because his dharma is to dedicate every waking moment to learning and knowledge. These are reasons to praise brahmins, not insult them! It is I who is always admired, respected, honoured and praised by kshatriyas like Vrishaparva, and in return, I rarely need to praise them for any reason. Whether it is Vrishaparva or any other asura, or a mortal king such as the one who saved you, or even devas such as Indra himself, lord of the gods, it is they who must bow and show their allegiance to me and beg me to accept dakshina, for my acceptance honours them!’

‘Father, I know that she was speaking untruth. Even though I am but a girl yet, I know the difference between you and Vrishaparva and the other asuras. That is why I could not stand there and listen to her speak such vile words about you. Even if I were to overlook the fact that she attempted to kill me, yet I could never forgive her for saying those things about my father!’

Shukra nodded, his high forehead and lined face stern with disapproval. ‘You speak rightly. Her speech was unforgivable. Yet know this, Devayani, the one who is able to ignore the criticism of others conquers all obstacles. The wise man is like a charioteer who knows when to rein in his horses and does so at exactly the right moment, never letting them go out of control or pull on the reins too tightly. As a snake casts off its old skin, thus must we learn to cast off anger through the act of forgiving. Everyone feels hurt when criticized by evil words, but he who is able to restrain himself from retaliating against his critics attains his goals. Compare two men: One performs yagyas continuously every month for a hundred years while another performs no yagyas but is able to restrain his anger perfectly for the same length of time. The one without anger is the superior man. You are young and youth is prone to quarrels and emotional upsets. But that is why you must learn to rise above your anger and emotion and grow into womanhood. That way lies wisdom.’

‘Father, you speak great words of wisdom. I shall endeavour always to do as you advise. But was it not you who taught me that a wise man never condones the insults of those who are evil in their intent? If the evil ones persist in their persecution, the wise man knows well enough to move away from them and live elsewhere. Vrishaparva and the asuras are your followers and disciples, therefore it is their dharma to show you respect and honour. Yet his own daughter speaks such vile words against you. As your daughter, how can I tolerate that? You have taught me that the one thing a guru can never condone is disrespect from his pupils. Those who speak ill of people with higher learning cannot be tolerated. In all my life I have never heard anyone speak such terrible things about you. And yet it was the daughter of your own disciple Vrishaparva who said them. How can I forget or forgive her?’


||THREE||

Kavya acknowledged the anger of his daughter and her righteousness. He returned at once to Vrishaparva’s palace and went before his patron. ‘Oh king, there is a limit to tolerance and forgiveness. I have overlooked your offenses and transgressions before, but I can no longer overlook them anymore. When you had the brahmin Kacha murdered, not once but twice, you transgressed not only against me but against dharma itself. For he was innocent of any wrongdoing, devoted to dharma, and a loyal pupil, as well as a brahmin. By murdering him you committed a grave offense. Yet I overlooked that sin at the time. But sooner or later the fruits of evil will manifest themselves. Now by causing great hurt and injury to my daughter and nearly murdering her as well, you have exceeded all bounds. This I can never forgive or forget. How could you let such things happen? If this is how you permit your daughter and followers to act then I have no further desire to be your guru. I shall resign as of this very moment and take my leave from this palace, never again to set foot here.’

Vrishaparva was mortified by these accusations. He came down from his throne dais and joined his palms before his guru. ‘My lord, my teacher, great illuminator of knowledge. I am not aware of these crimes you accuse me of, yet I know you to be a man of impeccable truth and honesty. If you say these things happened then they must have been done by the persons accused, and I take full responsibility for their actions as well. You are the epitome of dharma and your judgement is indisputable. But I beg you, do not take any action against us for we depend on you, as those at sea need the shelter of a boat to stay afloat. We shall drown without your guidance and wisdom.’

When Shukracharya saw Vrishaparva’s humility and contrite attitude, he was somewhat appeased. But he knew that he could not simply forgive and let the lapse pass unnoticed, if only for Devayani’s sake. ‘King of asuras, why should I care any more whether you sink or swim? Your daughter has attempted to kill my daughter. She has said unforgivable things about me to Devayani. Such things are beyond tolerance. I cannot let these transgressions pass.’

Vrishaparva knew how dearly the guru loved his daughter. He had heard from his danavas how the guru had permitted himself to die in order to save Devayani’s beloved Kacha, teaching Brihaspati’s son the sanjivani secret. He saw that Kavya Ushanas would not be appeased merely by words and appeals. ‘My lord, great Bhrigu, tell me how I may make amends for the wrong that has been done to you? All that I possess is yours. My palace, my possessions, my wealth, elephants, cattle, horses, armies … whatever you desire shall be yours. Just as I own all these things, so do you own me.’

But the guru knew his daughter’s heart and mind well. Once Devayani had set herself against someone or for someone, she could never be moved to change her stance. ‘Vrishaparva, you are a great asura and your offerings are great too. But it is not I who needs pacifying, it is my daughter, Devayani. If you can appease her anger and convince her to forgive your daughter for her sins, then a compromise may be reached. Otherwise, you shall never see me again.’

With those words, Shukracharya left the palace, leaving behind a storm of controversy. Vrishaparva sent at once for his daughter who arrived looking pale and contrite. From her, he learned that Devayani’s accusations were true – not that he had ever doubted them – and he realized that if he did not make amends at once, he would lose his preceptor, and the asuras would be without their greatest guide and advisor. Not just a guru, they would lose the means by which they could be resurrected after death, and that alone would surely spell the end of the asuras forever. There was no question or hesitation in his mind. He had to make this right at once. ‘I shall go to Devayani and ask her to forgive you,’ he told his daughter coldly. ‘Whatever she asks, I shall grant. Prepare yourself.’ So saying, he left at once with his entourage.

Sharmishtha was certain that Devayani would demand nothing less than her head as punishment. She prepared herself to face her death, knowing there was no recourse. But secretly, she burned with anger for her former friend and in her heart she still carried the bitter seed of resentment.

Vrishaparva arrived at the ashram of his guru with his entourage, coming before Devayani with full pomp and ceremony. He greeted her with no less respect than that shown her father. Queens and princesses had been treated with less formal courtesy than Devayani was that day. At that moment, she knew that she had won. Her moment of triumph was at hand and she was determined to squeeze every last drop of vengeful satisfaction from Sharmishtha for the way she had treated her that day by the river in full view of all their friends and companions.

‘Great Devayani,’ Vrishaparva said. ‘I have already offered your father all that I possess. For as I possess wealth and belongings, so does he possess me. He has asked me to appeal to you. I do so now. Name the price for your forgiveness. Whatever you desire, it shall be yours without question. You have but to say the word.’

Devayani answered primly, ‘I desire that Sharmishtha, with a thousand other girls, who are the daughters of all your friends and allies, should serve as my maid servants from this day forth. Even when I am married, they must go with me to my husband’s house and serve me for as long as I live. This is my only demand.’

Vrishaparva answered without hesitation. ‘It shall be as you say.’ He sent his aide to fetch Sharmishtha from the palace. The aide rode back at furious speed, then informed the daii-maa who was matron of the princess to fetch her mistress to the ashram at once. Accompanied by her father’s guard, Sharmishtha travelled by palanquin to the forest hermitage where she presented herself before Vrishaparva and Devayani. She was surprised to see other girls her age arriving at the same time, and recognized all her friends, companions and the daughters of other asura nobles and royalty.

‘My daughter,’ Vrishaparva said, ‘You must do as Devayani says. From this day forth, you and these other girls shall all serve as Devayani’s maids. Her every wish is your command. Do you follow?’

Sharmishtha answered at once, ‘Yes, father. I shall do as you command.’

Devayani added shrewdly, ‘No. You shall do as I command. Is that understood?’

Sharmishtha looked up at her father, then at the faces of the other asura nobles and royals gathered around, all sombre and stern-faced. She bowed before Devayani. ‘Yes, mistress.’

	Once all the thousand girls had assembled, Vrishaparva and the other asuras departed the ashram. Sharmishtha and Devayani were alone again, for the first time since their fight in the forest.

Devayani turned to stare triumphantly at her rival. ‘So, here we are again. Do you remember what you said to me the last time we saw each other?’

Sharmishtha knew the only right answer was silence. She hung her head.

Devayani went on. ‘You said that day that I was the daughter of a man who begs like a dog for your father’s scraps, and lives off alms, saying anything to gain favour. Yet now as you see, you are my slave. How is this possible?’

Sharmishtha tried to stay silent but Devayani strode towards her and commanded, ‘Speak! I order you to answer me! You are my servant and will do my bidding!’

Sharmishtha looked up hesitantly, choosing her words carefully. ‘You are as my own sister and when one’s sister is in need, one cannot refuse to help. I will do everything you say.’

Devayani’s eyes narrowed. The answer was a little too circumspect for her liking. ‘You do know that your help will be for the rest of your life? This is not a temporary assignment. You will be my servant for as long as we both live. Even after I am married.’

Sharmishtha bowed her head. ‘I shall follow you wherever your father bestows you.’

Devayani was still not satisfied. She suspected that Sharmishtha still possessed great pride and resentment. But she had won a major victory. She had no wish to enter into another war of words and wits with the other girl. In any case, Sharmishtha was her slave now. Whatever she said or did not say hardly mattered. What mattered was that Devayani owned her, body and soul, and nothing Sharmishtha said or did could ever change that reality!

She contented herself by gloating over her new-found power and ordering her maids to collect her belongings and prepare for a trip. ‘Where to, milady?’ they asked. But she did not bother to answer.

She went to her father and said to him, ‘Father, I am appeased by Vrishaparva’s donation of his daughter and a thousand maids. Now that I possess such a large entourage, we cannot house them here. The king has always offered you apartments in his own palace. Sharmishtha’s own palatial residence is lying unoccupied now. Let us go and reside in the palace. I shall live in the princess’s palace where my maids can have access to all that is needed to serve my every desire.’

Maharishi Kavya Ushanas was only too happy to agree. They went to the palace and took up residence there. Devayani and her father were welcomed and greeted by all the danavas with great honour and homage, for they were relieved at being forgiven and to still have their guru. Devayani lived in Sharmishtha’s own palatial palace within the palace complex, and slept in the same bed as her rival, wearing her rich clothes and jewelled ornaments, while Sharmishtha had to endure the humiliation of living as a servant in her own father’s house, sleeping with the other maids in their quarters and watching her most hated rival take her place. But deep in her heart, the bitter seed of resentment still held root.



||FOUR||

Years passed. To all intents and purposes, Devayani lived like a princess in the palace of Vrishaparva while her father conducted his brahminical vocation for the asuras as before. In this period, Yayati son of Nahusha, besotted by the vision he had rescued from the well in the deep forest, returned more than once to the site of his infatuation, hoping to find her and this time to progress beyond merely holding her hand and shoulder. Inevitably, he found no trace of her and could not trace what had become of her. Even though he knew her name and her father’s name, he hesitated to ask about her. As she was the daughter of a brahmin, it would not be proper for him to go around asking after her. In this way, a young girl’s reputation could be ruined. So he kept his silence and bided his time, returning whenever he could, or when the hunt permitted, to that same neck of the deep woods, in the hope of someday encountering the vision once again.

One day, Devayani awoke and thought how nice it would be to return to the forest for a few days. She had grown up in a forest ashram and while she loved the luxury of life in the palace, she missed the simple natural pleasures and beauty of that environment. She commanded Sharmishtha to arrange for a trip to the forest. With her thousand maids in tow, she arrived in regal style at the same spot where she had played with many of them in earlier days. They ate fruits and roots, sipped the nectar from madhavi creepers, swam in lotus ponds and enjoyed a delightful holiday. Devayani made it a point to go to the same spot on the riverbank where they had swam that fateful day, and made Sharmishtha stay ashore, holding her richly-brocaded garments and waiting for her to finish swimming and playing in the water. As Devayani silently slipped into the fine garments held out by her former friend, she felt a momentary pang of regret for the friendship they had once shared. But then she recalled the vile words Sharmishtha had shouted at her and the last trace of regret faded away. ‘I wish to walk,’ she said, and of course Sharmishtha had to follow, along with the rest of the entourage. Devayani took them to the very spot where the fight had occurred, right up to the mouth of the well into which Sharmishtha had pushed her, and she deliberately stood beside it and looked pointedly at her maid. Sharmishtha’s face was a mask of wax, betraying no expression or emotion, but the stiffness of her stance and the way she held her shoulders and arms revealed her inner feelings. Devayani shot Sharmishtha a provocative look as if to say, How far we have come since that day, have we not? Now it is you who is trapped, and I who am above you! And it shall stay this way forever. Not once would Sharmishtha raise her eyes and meet her gaze. Their companions chattered and laughed and played around them, unaware of the tension between the two women or the significance of this spot in their lives.

Devayani decided to seat herself in that spot and had her maids make the arrangements. Then she ordered Sharmishtha to massage her feet. The other maids continued to frolic and play, free to do as they pleased, enjoying their holiday. Only Sharmishtha was compelled to wait on Devayani, hand and foot.

The sound of hoofbeats silenced the chatter of the maids. All heads turned as a solitary figure rode into sight, trailing a second horse on a tether. At the sight of the rider, Devayani’s heart leaped. She recognized Yayati’s handsome features and powerfully-built physique at once. It had been that face and those rock-like shoulders and arms that had been the first things she had seen after the days and nights trapped in the darkness of the well, and to her eyes Yayati was no less than a celestial being descended from heaven to rescue her. She thought, ‘It’s my saviour! The handsome young king who saved me from the well!’

Yayati froze at the sight of so many women. He had not expected to see this desolate neck of the woods bustling with hundreds of young attractive women. His first thought was that he had blundered into some queen’s entourage and he turned the head of his horse, intending to ride away. His destination had been the river and he could find another route to reach it. He glimpsed a richly-dressed young woman seated on luxuriant blankets, getting her feet massaged by a maid and assumed her to be the queen or princess. Rather than risk causing offense by his intrusion, he started to ride away.

To his surprise, a voice called out. ‘Yuvraj! Yuvraj Yayati! I beg you, please wait!’

He turned around again, surprised at hearing his name called out. He saw the princess or queen who had been having her feet massaged rise and come towards him, her maid accompanying her. It took him a moment or two to recognize the mud-encrusted half-wasted vision he had found at the bottom of the well in this plump, painted and preening princess.

‘Yuvraj Yayati,’ she said, laughing as she caught hold of the reins of his horse. ‘Do you not recognize me? It is I, Devayani, daughter of Maharish Kavya Ushanas whom you rescued from this very well! Pray, dismount and speak with me awhile.’ She snapped off instructions to her maids to make suitable seating arrangements for the king, letting the sharp edge of her temper show without restraint.

Yayati was conscious of the enormous crowd of curious ogling young girls surrounding them on all sides. From the manner in which they all deferred to Devayani and obeyed her commands, they all appeared to be maids to Devayani. There appeared to be hundreds of them. He knew queens who had fewer maids! Had she not said she was the daughter of a Maharishi? And she lived in a simple forest hermitage. How had she come by so many maids? And who was that particular maid, the one who had been massaging Devayani’s feet when he rode up, the young girl with the coy, arch look and svelte body? The way she had been bent over as she massaged her mistress’s feet, a woman amongst women and therefore unconcerned with her appearance, had revealed more than a little of her exquisite physique and even after she saw that a man was approaching, she had been in no haste to conceal her finer points. He found her powerfully attractive. In contrast, the vision he had rescued from the well had turned into an overfed, spoiled and over-decorated princess somehow. He was intrigued by the maid’s appearance and by the story of the mistress. It was the only reason he decided to linger awhile.

After pleasantries had been exchanged and suitable decorum shown to the visiting royal, Yayati asked the question that was pressing him. ‘How many maids do you have, Devayani? And how did you come by them and by all this luxury? It is not usual for a rishi’s daughter, is it?’

She smiled proudly. Her every word and mannerism reeked of the self-indulgent officiousness of the recently enriched or ennobled, and was offputting in the extreme. He had seen many merchants and lower-class individuals change and put on such airs overnight when struck by a sudden windfall, inheritance or change of circumstances. He had always found it unsavoury. In Devayani’s case, he found it even more unpalatable because he had been so besotted with the vision in the well, and that vulnerable, intense young wraith he had rescued had suddenly changed into this self-indulgent pompous ass! Almost every word out of Devayani’s mouth seemed to be about herself or expressed her views on various things.

She told him briefly that she had suffered a grave insult by the danavas and as a result her father had threatened to leave his post as preceptor to the asuras. King Vrishaparva had offered him anything he pleased in order to make him stay. ‘My father told the danava to ask me what I wished,’ she said proudly. ‘I asked for a thousand maids and to live in a manner befitting one of my superior status.’

Yayati knew better than to enquire what she meant by phrases like ‘superior status’. He had gained an indication of Devayani’s self-pandering opinions already. He was more interested in the maid seated immediately behind her, the one who somehow managed to appear to be observing his every move and gesture without looking at him directly. It was a method he knew well as a hunter: beasts of prey grew conscious of a predator’s eyes fixed on them for too long. Therefore it was important to observe without staring constantly at them, using one’s peripheral vision. He did the same with her, and because of this, as Devayani rattled along with her obnoxious prattle, he began to feel a powerful erotic attraction to the maid. ‘How fascinating,’ he said politely, interrupting Devayani in mid-flow as she described at some length the various luxuries she now enjoyed in the palace of the asuras. ‘By the way, what is that maid’s name? Who is she? The one seated immediately behind you, I mean.’

There was a moment of silence from Devayani, while the giggly chatter of the maids continued in the background. Devayani looked frostily at Yayati. ‘Why do you show interest in her, yuvraj? She is merely a maid, one of a thousand who serve me. She is of no importance.’

Yayati licked his lips. ‘Yes, of course. I suppose you are right. I just thought perhaps she might be a companion or friend. She is reasonably attractive of face and body. Quite beautiful in fact. And she has lovely …’ he stopped himself from saying too much and settled for simply, ‘… eyebrows.’

He caught a flash of those dark pupils as the one he was speaking of finally acknowledged him with a direct look. And what a look! It was unguarded, smouldering, and openly provocative. There was no doubting that woman’s invitation, nor the amusement playing upon those thick sensual lips at his praise of her … eyebrows!

Devayani’s eyes narrowed and she snapped her head around as quickly as a cobra lunging. But Sharmishtha was folding a blanket, seemingly intent on the task, her eyes now lowered to the embroidered quilt.

Devayani turned back to Yayati with a disapproving look, made an obvious effort to clear her mind of the irritation she had felt over the interest he had shown in her maid and said, ‘Enough about me, Yuvraj. Tell me about yourself. You are clearly a sovereign of a great kingdom and high birth and upbringing. Your speech and literate manner suggest you are a man of learning. Do tell me about yourself. Whose son are you? Which kingdom do you govern? Tell me everything.’

Yayati was not pleased with her brusque manner and imperious queries. It was obvious that she was jealous of her maid and resented the interest he showed in the girl. That in itself suggested a petty, spiteful nature. But to summarily make demands of him about his father and family was unbecoming. It was the kind of question her parents would have been entitled to ask, and even they would have used a more polite and respectful tone. Devayani acted as if she were an empress and he a visiting suitor. He began to wonder what he had ever seen in this girl. It was quite evident that the vision he had rescued that day was more a creature of his imagining than reality. He wished only to leave and continue with his hunt. Besides, he was genuinely thirsty, as were his horses, and the river was the only source of water for yojanas around. He noticed that Devayani had been dipping her feet in a container of water to wash off the unguents and oils her maid had used to massage them with, so she had water to hand. Yet even with a thousand maids present, not once did she offer him a drink of water or enquire after his needs. Only his breeding kept him from stalking away without a response.

‘My name is Yayati. I am a king and the son of a king, and like all kings of my line, I spent the first twenty five years of my life in brahmacharya-ashrama, by the side of my illustrious guru, steeping myself in knowledge of the Vedas.’ He did not elaborate further, deliberately leaving her pertinent questions unanswered. He would rather have taken the maid aside and walked with her through the forest to the river, talking with her. She looked to be much better company than this high and mighty queen of a thousand maids!

She noted his displeasure, and also the direction in which his eyes kept glancing. It irritated her even more. Instead of changing her attitude, she grew even more arrogant. ‘So what brings a great king such as yourself to this aranya? Have you come hunting deer? I know that kings love to hunt down and kill a defenseless doe. Or perhaps,’ she added coyly, ‘you hoped to collect lotus flowers instead?’ Her meaning was underlined by the look she gave him, sidling her eyes sideways to indicate the maid beside her and the many others clustered nearby, some quite pleasing to the eye. ‘We are quite famous for the beauty of our lotuses.’

That was as much as Yayati was able to tolerate. There were limits even for a well-mannered king. He stood up slowly, making a show of being weary. ‘I was hunting earlier and came by to seek water for myself and my mounts.’ He paused, noting that even now she did not bother to offer him a drink of water, or to send some of her many servants to fetch it. ‘You are given to speaking a great deal. I will take your leave now.’ He turned to go, moving in the direction of the river. At once, the chatter of the maids died down, resulting in a hushed, shocked silence. Everyone knew what had happened and reacted: Devayani had been rude to the handsome young king! And now he was leaving. She felt their eyes judging and assessing her and couldn’t stand it.

Devayani sprang to her feet. It was a little more awkward than it used to be as she had put on more than a little weight, thanks to her constant pampering and self-indulgences. She called out to Yayati, stretching her hand out in his direction:

‘Raje!’

Yayati paused, glancing back over his shoulder. His face did not look like the face of a man interested in staying a moment longer. It was only out of sheer politeness that he had even stopped. As far as he was concerned, he had no desire to see Devayani ever again. The maid on the other hand … ‘Yes?’ he answered curtly, not bothering with her name or even a honourific.

‘I was remiss in my hospitality,’ she said. ‘I was only seeking to exchange a few pleasantries first. I should have realized you must be tired and thirsty from a long ride and from hunting wild game. Pray, do me the honour of seating yourself once more and I shall place all my maids at your service to fetch whatever you wish to eat or drink.’

Yayati looked at her warily, but remained where he was. ‘I had best be on my way. A short visit to the river to water my horses and myself, and then I shall return to my kingdom.’

Devayani realized she would have to do more than just be polite now. She saw the direction in which his eyes glanced even now and pounced upon the opportunity.

‘Sharmishtha!’ she cried.

Sharmishtha frowned and rose to her feet. ‘Yes, mistress.’

Devayani gestured towards Sharmishtha. ‘This is Sharmishtha,’ she said to Yayati directly. ‘She is my personal maid. She is enslaved to me for life. She and my thousand other maid servants can fetch you anything you desire. Please, stay a while. It will be pleasant to talk awhile longer.’

Yayati turned and came towards the spot where he had sat earlier. His eyes were fixed on Sharmishtha even as he spoke to Devayani. ‘Perhaps I shall stay a brief while longer,’ he said. ‘But only a brief while.’

‘What is your pleasure, sire?’ Sharmishtha asked, in a voice and manner that were servile yet still provocative, a combination that instantly raised Devayani’s hackles and aroused Yayati’s emotions. ‘Name your desire and I shall fulfill it.’

Devayani raised a hand as if intending to strike out with it, then with visible effort, lowered it again. Her teeth bit into her lips while her eyes glared daggers at Sharmishtha. The maid seemed unaware or unconcerned by her mistress’s agitation. She took three steps forward toward Yayati, her delicate silver payals tinkling suggestively, hips swaying, then bent to her knees before the king. He looked down at her, his lips parted slightly.

‘May I have some water to drink, please?’ he said.

‘Certainly,’ Devayani said loudly, taking charge of the situation again. ‘Sharmishtha …’ she began sharply, then reconsidered and corrected herself. ‘No, never mind. You girls,’ she pointed randomly at a group of girls nearby. ‘Fetch water, wine and refreshments for Maharaja Yayati. Move quickly!’ She turned back to Sharmishtha. ‘Place one of my cushions here that the king may seat himself more comfortably.’

Sharmishtha obeyed without response. Yayati watched her as she moved with swaying hips and tinkling anklets, leaning over, bending down, crouching, stretching out, and rearranging the cushions. Devayani watched Yayati as he watched Sharmishtha and two high points of colour began to blaze on her cheekbones. She looked as if she would dearly love to whip the maid if not for the fact that her visitor might find even that punitive act to be pleasing to watch. She settled for changing her tack.

‘Raje, please refresh yourself,’ she said, gesturing at the maids who had returned bearing jugs and bowls and vessel containing every kind of food and drink that was available. Yayati gladly did so, for he had been on the hunt for three days, riding far and wide without food and with scarce water. Devayani was more careful about how she spoke and what she said, and as nourishment entered his body and he felt the warm satisfaction of a full belly and a slaked thirst, he began to look upon her less judgmentally. Devayani could be a fine performer once she set her mind to it. And she had decided that she would outmatch Sharmishtha now. It was her goal to ensure that the king had eyes for none other than Devayani herself. She laughed mellifluously, throwing her head back to reveal her long flowing neck, stretched out languorously, bent over to pick up fruits, kicked out her legs, and did everything she could to demonstrate that she was no less desirable a woman than her enticing maid. She threw herself into the part body and soul and as he ate and drank and was amused by her witticisms and comments, Yayati began to feel that she was not as bad as he had thought after all. He still thought of her as pampered and self-indulgent but she was not without her charms. In some ways, she could even be considered beautiful and desirable.

Devayani persuaded Yayati to linger with her in the forest for a day or two, on the pretext of showing him a rare grove where unusual deer roved, a pond where the most beautiful lotus flowers blossomed and similar ploys. Yayati, for his part, had come this way precisely to see Devayani, if not this Devayani then the vision he had first seen in the well, and as the hours turned into days, and Devayani’s masterful performance only deepened in excellence, he could not help but fall under her spell. There was also the added attraction of having Sharmishtha around. From time to time, when Devayani’s guard was down or she was momentarily absent, he found his eyes seeking out the alluring maid. More than once, she figured in his thoughts when lying down to sleep at night on Devayani’s overly effeminate cushions and blankets. He even mused on the possibility of calling her to his sleeping pallet at night, when Devayani was asleep. But Devayani was too shrewd to let such a thing occur right under her very nose; she took the precaution of having Sharmishtha’s wrist tethered to her own, under the pretext that if she, Devayani, happened to wander away in her sleep at night, Sharmishtha would keep her safe.

Sharmishtha knew what Devayani was doing, but could neither object nor do anything about it. She contented herself with shooting knowing glances at Yayati at every opportunity and permitting him glimpses of her when possible. One night, she made sure to change her garments directly in front of a lit lamp, so that her naked shadow was projected onto a flimsy sheet that was hung on a branch to afford her privacy, knowing that Yayati was watching on the other side of the sheet. Another time, after bathing, she did not dress by the river but ran back circuitously so that he would catch a glimpse of her through the trees, just enough to tantalize and arouse his desires, yet never enough to satisfy. It became a game between them to seduce the king. Yayati was aware of it and enjoyed it to the hilt. After all, he could not lose at this particular game! Or so he thought.

It was Devayani who made the killing move. One day, during the visit to the lotus pond, she deliberately permitted a moment of intimacy to blossom into hesitant passion between them. Even as their bodies brushed against each other fully clothed, hands intertwining, she sighed deeply, then pulled away. The maids had been told to wait a distance away, and even Sharmishtha was not with them, for Devayani had planned her move meticulously.

When she had stayed silent for several moments, Yayati said, ‘Devayani? What is it? Why are you so quiet of a sudden?’ Being quiet was not one of Devayani’s foremost characteristics.

‘I was thinking that it is time you met my father,’ she said softly.

‘Certainly,’ Yayati said cheerfully, ‘I have heard so much about him, from others and now, from you, it would be a great honour. I always respect brahmins of high learning such as he and few can claim a tenth of his knowledge and wisdom.’

‘Then it is settled,’ Devayani said. ‘You shall meet him today itself. We shall go to the city. I shall send a maid at once to announce us.’

In fact, knowing how engrossed her father became with his work as a preceptor and wanting Yayati’s reception to be a grand one, Devayani had sent this message to Guru Shukracharya days earlier.

‘Why not?’ Yayati said. ‘Although afterwards, I shall have to return home. I have been away longer than usual and my ministers and people will start to worry.’

Devayani smiled at him. ‘Yes, of course, you have a kingdom to govern. Once we have seen my father and he has given his blessings, we shall proceed to your palace at once. It shall be exactly as you wish.’

Yayati frowned at her. Had he missed hearing some part of the conversation? Or was he misunderstanding her meaning now? ‘You mean to say, I shall proceed home, do you not? You shall stay in Vrishaparva’s palace with your father. And your maids.’

She laughed, a natural full-throated laugh, warm and apparently guileless. ‘Why do you tease me so, my love? You know that after I am wed, I cannot possibly stay in my father’s house while my new husband goes home without me. Imagine what everyone would say!’

Yayati was taken aback. ‘After you are wed? Your new husband? What are you saying, Devayani? Who are you marrying and when is this event to take place?’

Devayani looked at him disconcertedly, a shining brimming in her bright eyes. ‘There is a limit to teasing, beloved. Do not torture me now!’

Yayati shook his head. ‘I do not understand. What are you saying? You surely don’t mean that you and I … that we are to be wed? Us?’

Devayani laughed and clasped her arms around his neck. She had to rise up on her toes to do so, pressing her body against Yayati. He felt a stir of arousal when she did so, and had to force himself to keep his mind on the line of discussion. ‘I knew you were teasing! Yes, of course I mean us. You were the one who said you wished to ask my father for my hand in marriage, silly man.’

‘I did not,’ he began, then thought back through their talk. ‘I only meant that I would be honoured to meet such a learned man!’

‘And to marry his equally learned daughter?’ Devayani asked innocently. ‘That is what you implied, did you not? I accepted your proposal of marriage at once, but of course you must meet my father to seal the scroll.’

Yayati began feeling as if he had been manipulated and outmaneouvered by an opponent shrewder than any enemy general. He turned away, gazing out at the late morning sunlight drifting in through the eaves. ‘Devayani, I cannot marry you. It is quite impossible. Surely you know that!’

Devayani cried out as if someone had pricked her heart with a dagger. ‘How can you say such a thing? After holding my hand and pulling me from the well, your body so close to my own? No man has ever caught hold of my hand in such a way before, nor given me such a strong indication of his feelings towards me.’ She was not telling the whole truth of course, although it was true that even her erstwhile paramour Kacha had never had actual physical contact with her. Kacha had been rigid in his vows to the end. But even Yayati could not deny that he had caught hold of her hand. How else could he have helped her out of that damp dungeon of a well?

‘I know that in our culture, when a man takes hold of a woman’s hand, it indicates his desire to marry her. But in my case, I had no such desire,’ he said firmly. ‘I was merely saving your life. In any case, we can never marry. You are a brahmin’s daughter and I a raj-kshatriya. It is forbidden for us to cross castes in marriage or childbirth!’

‘Not forbidden,’ she said evasively, ‘merely frowned upon. Besides, you are no ordinary kshatriya, you are a raj-kshatriya of great Vedic learning. Which makes you no less than a brahmin yourself!’

Yayati shook his head, chuckling. ‘You would argue that the sun was the moon if it suited your purpose, Devayani. But no amount of learning alone makes a kshatriya a brahmin. There are other conditions and modalities of behaviour. I cannot take the rigid vows of a brahmin. I am a king. I must hunt and kill and do what is necessary to protect my people and kingdom, expand my territories and spread my power. These are things forbidden to any brahmin. If you marry someone like me, your children would become outcastes! They would be shunned by both our people – brahmins would never accept them as brahmins, and kshatriyas would doubt their valour and willingness to take up arms. It would be impossible for me to sire a suitable heir to the throne and as king, it is my dharma to make an heir suitable to ascend in my stead. No, Devayani, you must give up this foolish notion. We can never marry. It would be against your dharma as well as my own.’

But Devayani was not easily dissuaded once she had made up her mind. When sweet words and persuasion had no effect, she began to lose her temper and revealed her sour, bitter side. In no time at all, she was lashing out at him with the blade of her tongue. ‘I have deemed it to be appropriate. Therefore there is no point arguing further. You shall ask my father for my hand in marriage and we shall be wed. I am a proud and honourable daughter. Once a man has caught my hand and then later wooed me as you have these past days, I can never touch another man, on pain of death. You have made it impossible for me to marry any other man now. Dharma clearly says that once a man touches a maiden’s hand, he is obliged to marry her. Therefore, by the dharma of the touching hand, you are now obliged to marry me to save me from falling into ignominy!’

At this Yayati realized that he had been entrapped by this young woman as effectively as she herself had been trapped in that cold, dank well. It was up to him to rescue himself. He rose to his feet, preparing to go, knowing that if he did not leave her at once, she would have him. Nonsensical though her arguments seemed, they were nevertheless rooted in sanskriti, the immutable tradition of their culture. If indeed a man grasped a young maiden’s hand, he was in fact presumed to be proposing marriage – this was the origin of the phrase, ‘taking her hand in marriage’. Yet the better he came to know Devayani, the less inclined he was to marry her. He intended to get on his horse, ride back home and never see her face again.

‘Where are you going?’ she asked, following him as he walked over to the spot where his horses were tethered.

‘I am leaving now,’ he said curtly.

‘But you cannot! You have proposed marriage to me! I have a thousand witnesses!’

Yayati looked around. The maids were watching them with the avid interest of women treated to a dramatic performance. Which in fact, this was. Except that the conclusion of this drama would be very real and it involved two human lives.

He moved closer to Devayani, keeping his voice low. ‘This is over, Devayani. I have no intention of marrying you. You tried to trick me but you’ve failed. I am leaving now and I will not return again.’

At that moment, Devayani’s heart filled with utter hatred and rage. Once again, she was being abandoned by a man she loved and desired. Kacha’s terrible curse was coming true: no man would willingly marry her. Already, she was growing past the prime marriageable age. Once she was just a year or two older, even men who were attracted to her would think twice before proposing. Yet instead of making her shrill and agitated, her rage made her cold and perfectly lucid. ‘You cannot leave,’ she said. ‘Dharma is on my side. A king such as you can never transgress against dharma. It will be your ruin!’

Yayati cursed silently and turned back from his horses. ‘Woman! You test my patience now. I have said I cannot marry you! Why will you not leave it at that? You are reasonably attractive, well-attended, influential, the daughter of a famous brahmin. You will have any number of young rishis willing to marry you! I am a kshatriya, I cannot marry you under any circumstances!’

Devayani shrugged. ‘I declare you to be a rishi. I can have my father declare it if you prefer. A brahmin has the authority to declare another person of any caste a fellow brahmin. By that brahmin authority, you are made a rishi with immediate effect. That hurdle is removed. Now you cannot argue a difference of varna.’

Yayati resisted the urge to punch his fist into the trunk of the tree to which his horses were tethered. ‘Brahmin authority! I do not care about brahminical authority! You cannot alter the facts to suit your purpose whenever it pleases you!’

Devayani replied in a honeyed tone: ‘Do you not hunt with whatever weapons and advantage you possess? A hunter must fell his prey in any way possible.’

‘I am not a prey to be downed by you.’

‘Certainly not. You are a man of great worth and stature. You are a prize husband. And I am the daughter of a great brahmin. It is a match made in heaven.’

‘Then go to heaven and find someone suitable! I am not available to marry you.’

‘Why not? Give me one reason at least.’

‘I gave you—’ He stopped, realizing that she had effectively negated the varna argument. Brahmins indeed had the authority to declare a kshatriya also a brahmin, especially a raj-kshatriya. He sought about desperately for some way out of his insane trap. Then it occurred to him: If there was one thing a brahmin would not tolerate, it was an insult against their varna. Brahmins were impossibly egotistical. Thus far, Devayani was perfectly in control and had the upper hand. But if he reduced her to anger and tears, compelling her to say something stupid, he could safely ride away with a clear conscience.

‘It is said by the learned,’ he announced in a voice loud enough to be heard by her maids, all of whom were discreetly or openly listening, ‘that a brahmin is always to be avoided.’

Devayani frowned. ‘Which learned man says such a thing? All learned men are brahmins, and no brahmin would ever speak against his own varna!’

Yayati smiled to himself. That change of attitude showed him he was on the right path. ‘Nevertheless, it has been said by the learned that one must always avoid a brahmin. As you are a brahmin’s daughter, I cannot marry you.’

Devayani laughed and waved away the objection deprecatingly. ‘Utter nonsense. As a brahmin’s daughter, I am all the more desirable. Especially since I am the daughter of not just any brahmin, but of Shukracharya himself, preceptor to the entire asura race, one of the most highly respected and venerated brahmins in the world.’

Yayati shook his head. ‘In fact, that makes you least desirable of all.’

Devayani lost her smile and stared at him. ‘What do you mean by that? Do you seek to insult my father?’ Her voice rose a shrill notch on the last word, and he knew he had found her weak spot.

She cannot bear to hear her father insulted. Behind Devayani, he glimpsed the other maid, the very attractive and desirable one that she called Sharmishtha, nodding vigorously to him, then making hand gestures to encourage him to go on. So I am right, this is the way to drive her to anger and tell me to go drown myself. If I insult her father sufficiently, she will never want to marry me. He grinned, nodding once to show the beautiful maid that he understood and appreciated her help.

At the same time, he knew, he could not simply spout insults and abuse any brahmin, let alone one of Shukra’s stature. It would be unacceptable for a king of his reputation to do so. He had to tread a fine line between offending Devayani and forcing her to lose her self-control, while not inflicting calumny upon the great Maharishi.

‘I only repeat what the learned have already proclaimed loudly to one and all,’ he said smoothly, lapsing into the familiar diplomatic mode he had been trained to use in matters of inter-state negotiations, a fine line between upholding one’s own dignity and making sly potshots at the transgressions of others while never openly provoking or accusing. ‘Brahmins are always to be avoided, the more famous a brahmin, the more widely one is expected to avoid him. It is true of all famous brahmins. But if it applies to you, then by all means take the lesson to heart.’

‘That is utter nonsense,’ Devayani said sharply. ‘You will stop this at once. No more insults against brahmins and no further mention of my father! We have reached an agreement and you must honour it. Marry me.’

Yayati marvelled at how easily she gave orders even though there was no actual contract between them as yet and wondered how much more forcefully she would order him about if they were actually married. ‘We have no agreement, maiden. As I am saying to you, since you are the daughter of a brahmin, I cannot possibly marry you under any circumstances. This is not my opinion or personal decision, it is merely the lesson of the wise. As a king, I must obey their superior knowledge.’

Devayani looked as if she wished to slap him to bring him to his senses. He had no doubt that she was quite capable of doing so. But she restrained herself with a visible effort. ‘Stop saying such things. My being a brahmin’s daughter can only be an asset. Every young man of marriageable age would give anything to marry the daughter of Shukracharya!’

Yayati glanced around, gesturing casually. ‘Oddly, I see no young men of marriageable age here.’ He winked at the maids. ‘Although there seems to be no shortage of young marriageable women around.’ He grinned at Devayani. ‘Perhaps the competition is too great? Too many nubile young lovelies to choose from?’ He looked pointedly over her shoulder at Sharmishtha, who returned his look with a coy invitation of her own. Devayani saw the direction of his gaze and turned sharply. At the sight of Sharmishtha, her eyes narrowed to slits that threatened to expel thunderbolts of fire.

She turned back to Yayati. ‘Enough! There is no reason to avoid the daughter of a brahmin! You are merely speaking ill-thought statements.’

Yayati shook his head. ‘On the contrary, I can explain the whole argument. The wise have clearly explained why a brahmin is to be avoided at all costs.’

Devayani folded her hands on her chest tightly, glaring at him.

Yayati went on. ‘A brahmin is to be avoided even more than a raging fire that spreads in all directions, or a venomous snake that strikes anyone who approaches near. This is the full warning issued by the learned and I merely repeat it as I was taught.’

Devayani started to speak, then held her tongue, choosing to fume instead. Then she changed her mind and sputtered: ‘If the learned say so, they must have good reason. Explain!’

Yayati smiled and continued, speaking as much for the benefit of Sharmishtha and the other maids, knowing that by doing so he infuriated Devayani all the more. ‘The reason for this is a good one. A snake, even if it lunges, can only spend its venom on a single victim. A fire can rage and burn down a forest but cannot cross water or spread to the cities unchecked. Whereas a brahmin when angered can issue a curse that kills any number, that can destroy entire cities, even entire worlds. The more famous and powerful a brahmin, the greater his anger, the greater his ability to curse and cause ruin. Therefore the learned have advised that one should always steer clear of a brahmin, and stay even farther away from a famous or powerful brahmin. Such as your father.’

He smiled. ‘Now do you see why I cannot possibly marry you, lovely maiden Devayani? I dare not risk incurring the wrath of a brahmin, a very powerful brahmin at that, perhaps the most powerful of all, as you yourself admitted. For if he were to grow wrathful at me, his brahman power could end my dynasty, ruin my kingdom, and wipe out my entire race! I dare not risk such an event. I dare not risk angering your father. Therefore I cannot marry you.’

The peals of laughter from around were suggestive of cheers of approval. Yayati was amused to see that even her own maids did not feel great loyalty towards their mistress. He thought that being enslaved against their will might have something to do with it. Sharmishtha was smiling triumphantly, looking most pleased of all. At the sight of her, his breath caught in his throat, and he thought to himself: I must have that woman. I must!

Devayani was staring at him with an inscrutable expression on her face. He could not read the expression, or even tell whether it suggested rage, frustration, or humiliation. In any case, he did not expect her to have any rejoinder this time. He was quite pleased with himself. He had set the woman in her place once and for all. He finished untethering his horses and mounted the first one.

He heard the second horse whinny softly and turned. He was surprised to see Devayani sitting astride his spare horse, sitting as comfortably as any young princess who had ridden horses all her childhood. He assumed she had learned to ride while playing princess in the city of the asuras.

‘Very well,’ she said.

‘Could you dismount from my horse, please,’ he asked politely. ‘I wish to be on my way.’

‘Very well,’ she said, louder this time. The giggling and excited chatter died down around them as all the maids noticed their mistress astride the horse. ‘I accept your proposal of marriage. We shall proceed at once to my father so that you may ask him.’

‘Ask him what?’ Yayati said, his brow furrowing with irritation. ‘This matter has been settled, Devayani. I have already told you, it is quite impossible for me to marry you.’

‘Because I am the daughter of a powerful brahmin, isn’t that right?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ he said doubtfully, wondering what new mischief she was up to.

‘And because you fear that he might curse you to ruin and you cannot risk that, being a king and therefore responsible to your people, am I correct?’

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘Then it is settled. We shall go to my father, you shall ask him for my hand in marriage, and you shall lay down the condition that you marry me only on condition that no harm or ill ever befalls you or your future offspring or your city and kingdom and possessions and people … ask him to ensure spiritual protection for your sewer-cleaners and butchers as well, if you wish. He is a powerful brahmin. His word is immutable. You shall have protection for all that you hold dear. Since that is your only objection, it is best to eliminate it at once. There will be no further obstacle in the path of our marriage. Come now,’ she said, urging the spare horse forward, ‘let us ride to Vrishaparva and settle this matter. I wish to be married at the earliest.’


||FIVE||

Yayati was cornered. He had done it to countless prey before and he knew exactly when a beast was left with no way to run, to place to hide, nothing but its own end staring it in the face. He had seen that look on countless animals before he dispatched them with his arrow, sword, javelin or pike. Devayani had taken his own objection and turned it against him. Without actually saying so at any time, she had made him realize that what he said was in fact true: Guru Kavya Ushanas was a powerful brahmin. If Yayati now offended him by refusing his daughter’s hand in marriage without a suitable reason, the preceptor of the asuras could indeed curse him to ruin. At the very least, he could invoke the wrath of the asuras against Yayati and his allies. A war with the asuras would be as ruinous as a curse. By taking her hand – albeit to haul her out of the well where she had been trapped – he had indeed offered her protection and as such, had initiated an offer of marriage. If unaccompanied by any romantic feeling or emotional attachment, perhaps that innocent act of grasping her hand could have been overlooked, but the fact was that he had been infatuated with her, had returned time and again to the site of their first encounter, and had eventually met her, stayed with her, romanced her and been romanced. They had progressed far down the path of courtship and it would be impossible now to deny it to any third person. With a thousand witnesses, it would be equally impossible to disprove her claims. And by raising the spectre of brahminical curses he had given her the very weapon which she was now using to seal the contract. For he had suggested, however indirectly, that by offending her or her father – and what greater offense could a man of good breeding cause a young maiden than to propose marriage and later reject her? – then her father would be justified in issuing a curse against him and his people. He had said the very opposite, of course, but it served the same purpose: it had put the idea into her shrewd head. And now that the idea was planted, he would be risking the wrath of the preceptor of the asuras if he rode away from here.

Unable to think of any honourable way out of this situation, Yayati rode in silence to Vrishaparva city with Devayani. She rode surprisingly well for a brahmin, and it only served to remind him that she was not in fact simply a brahmin’s daughter. Also, he had observed that over the days he had spent with her, she had reduced her eating considerably, shedding some of those kilos of excess weight, and had begun to look like the same vision he had first seen in the well. The intensity of her arguments, while obnoxiously worded and imperiously delivered, were passionate enough to suggest a woman possessed of great will and life-force. However much he might not want her to be his wife, the fact remained that she could become a formidable queen. As king, one of his responsibilities was to choose a suitable queen, one who was as competent at governance as in spousecraft. There was no doubt that Devayani qualified eminently. And she looks like she would be a tigress in the arts of love, he mused. Perhaps marrying her was not such a bad thing after all. In any case, as king, he was free to spread his seed as he pleased. To take more than one queen if he desired. To maintain a palace full of concubines if he wished. So marrying Devayani was not necessarily the end of his freedom. In fact, this might turn out to be of advantage in time. By marrying the daughter of the preceptor of asuras, he would always be able to count on the support of the asuras, which would strike fear into the hearts of his mortal rivals and challengers. And if the devas objected or crossed paths with him, he need not fear being labelled disloyal since his marriage did not necessarily constitute a military alliance with their enemies. He could play it different ways in different circumstances, using the political and military advantages as he pleased.

By the time they reached Vrishaparva and were shown to Guru Shukracharya’s chambers, he had convinced himself that marriage to Devayani was a desirable thing after all.

So when Devayani introduced him to her father as the man who had taken hold of her hand and saved her life, then announced that she wished to marry him, Yayati offered no objection. For one thing, Devayani told the truth, even when it reflected her in an unflattering light. He saw that her father was accustomed to her imperious way of demanding things.

‘Son of Nahusha,’ the Maharishi said to him thoughtfully. ‘So you saved my daughter’s life and have now been chosen by her as a husband. Do you agree to this union?’ There was a look in his eyes that suggested he wanted to be certain that Yayati was not under coercion.

Yayati nodded. ‘Yes, great descendent of Bhrigu, I do.’

Shukracharya nodded thoughtfully. ‘You are a brave man.’

Yayati remembered the last part of his argument with Devayani. ‘Gurudev, as part of my marriage contract, I wish you to kindly ensure that no harm will ever befall me or my offspring as a result of my marrying a brahmin’s daughter.’

Kavya Ushanas considered this thoughtfully. ‘A wise request. One that suggests great foresight and planning. You are a good king and will be a good father as well. Your wish is granted. No harm shall ever befall you or your offspring because of our relationship in marriage.’

Yayati bowed low, smiling happily. He had secured a major military, diplomatic and strategic advantage! This alone was worth marrying any woman. ‘I thank you, great one.’

‘But in return, I have a request of my own,’ the guru said quietly. Devayani was not with them at this time, having gone with her maids to make arrangements for the marriage. ‘Nay, consider it more a command from your father-in-law.’

Yayati looked up at the preceptor, head still bowed, palms still joined. ‘I am listening, gurudev.’

‘The maid named Sharmishtha,’ Shukra said. ‘She is an attractive girl, is she not?’

Yayati was completely taken aback. What did this mean? Why was his father-in-law-to-be speaking of some other girl, a mere maid at that? Unsure how to answer such an unusual question, he nodded.

‘You must vow never to bed her,’ said the guru. ‘Do you understand?’

Yayati gazed back at the guru. The brahmin had just promised that he would never let harm befall Yayati or his offspring. Even so, like all kshatriyas who knew of the power that could be gained through sustained meditation and austerities, he still feared the maharishi. He dared not even ask why the guru was making this request or what would happen if he refused – besides, how could he possibly refuse the request without seeming boorish and immoral? He could hardly say to his prospective father-in-law that he found the maid named Sharmishtha far more seductive and alluring physically than his own wife-to-be Devayani.

‘I understand,’ he said simply.


||SIX||

Yayati’s people welcomed their new Queen with great pomp and ceremony. The entire city was coloured with festivities. The celebration was lavish. Yayati instated Devayani in the traditional queen’s quarters but immediately commissioned a separate palace for her. Devayani was delighted at the thought of having her own independent residence. Situating the new queen’s palace in a beautiful grove of ashoka trees within easy travelling distance from the main palace annexe, Yayati had the structure raised in record time. He made sure that the new palace contained rooms for Devayani’s thousand maid servants as well. In addition, he honoured her chief maid and official companion, Sharmishtha, with an additional one thousand maids of her own. This was certainly not pleasing to Devayani but since Sharmishtha was under her command, it effectively put the additional thousand maids under Devayani’s command as well, so in a sense, it was she who was being gifted the additional thousand maids. Aloud she did not complain but her eyes shot daggers at Sharmishtha and she increased her demands on the latter, making her work from morning to night without respite.

For his part, Yayati contented himself with that lavish gesture, even if it was but a formality since Sharmishtha still remained a maid, and buried his lust for the beautiful servant deep in his heart. The guru’s warning had shaken him to the core and he took it very seriously. He made no attempt to reveal his true feelings for Sharmishtha and at no time let himself lapse.

In time, Devayani conceived and delivered a beautiful baby boy as her firstborn, providing Yayati with an heir.

A thousand years passed. For this was Satya Yuga and the ages of men were far, far greater than they are now.

Sharmishtha being younger than Devayani, had yet to attain her prime. But in due course, she too attained that flush of womanhood and came into season. Until now, she had accepted her fate reluctantly. But with the blossoming of her womanhood, new emotions stirred within her and she was overcome by a great resentment against her tormentor, matched by an equally powerful lust for Yayati. ‘For too long have I lived in Devayani’s shadow,’ she thought, ‘enduring her endless stream of insults and humiliations. How long will I have to suffer for my one lapse? Now I am in season and my body greatly desires the love of a man as well as to bear a child of my own. I cannot stand by and let my youth blossom and fade, unplucked. I am the daughter of a king, a true princess in my own right, not a make-believe one like Devayani. I deserve a king to sire an heir upon me as well. I know that Yayati still has feelings of desire for me. Why should I not pursue him and make him my mate?’

Her mind made up, Sharmishtha began seeking an opportunity to seduce Yayati. One day, she found her chance. The king was passing through the ashoka grove, on his way to see Devayani and their newborn son. Sharmishtha had placed herself in the grove, waiting his chariot. When she felt the ground trembling underfoot she knew he was approaching and stepped in front of his vehicle. Yayati called to his horses as he reined them in. Curious as to why Sharmishtha was barring his way, he dismounted from the chariot and went to her.

He was struck by how much lovelier she now appeared. It had been a long, long time since he had looked upon her with lustful eyes but in the interim she had only grown more beautiful. He saw that while before she had been but an immature girl gifted with certain qualities of womanly allure, now she was a full-blown woman in her prime, lustrous with appeal, ripe with comeliness. Every movement seemed seductive, every gesture, expression, word and sound filled him with desire. Having been absent from Devayani’s bed for the past several months of her confinement, his manly desires were unsated and he was most vulnerable to feminine pulchritude. Looking at Sharmishtha at that moment, he was struck by how perfectly she matched his ideal of the most beautiful woman. She was kama itself personified in flesh. It required all his self-control to keep himself from crushing her in his arms and having his way with her there and then.

She greeted him with a formality that was even more appealing than her newly-blossomed ripeness. ‘Raje. Great son of Nahusha. You are no less than Soma, Indra, Vishnu, Yama or Varuna in your aspect and your masculine power. Yet you have always looked upon me and taken me to be but a low-born slave and servant. This is not the case. I was not always a maidservant.’

He caught her joined palms in his hands, enfolding them with careless strength. ‘This is known to me.’

She was surprised. ‘It is?’

‘Indeed. I know that you are Vrishaparva’s daughter, a princess of high birth and noble lineage, no less than my own. You are fit to be queen of the Daityas. An immaculate asuri without a flaw or blemish on your name or reputation, save the alleged crime of having crossed paths with Devayani, your former friend. For one thousand years I have seen you dutifully serve my wife, doing her every bidding, however undesirable or loathsome. I have admired your fortitude and dedication as well as your sense of dharma. Only a woman of great moral strength could endure such suffering with such dignity. I applaud you for your endurance and must confess a truth I have kept buried in my heart for far too long, with your permission.’

Sharmishtha’s heart was already gladdened by the things Yayati had said. She urged him, ‘Raje, you are a king of the world. Speak your mind freely to me. I only wish to hear the truth and shall only speak the truth to you.’

‘Then hear this, Sharmishtha. I love you. I have loved you since the first moment I set eyes on you. I came back to that forest thinking that I was seeking Devayani but when I found her, she was not the woman I had assumed her to be. The only reason I agreed to marry her was out of convenience and to avoid her father’s wrath. It was you I was attracted to during that time I spent with Devayani in the forest. I desired you more than I have ever desired any woman in my life.’

Sharmishtha lowered her gaze shyly, genuinely moved by the power of Yayati’s desire and the evident longing in his eyes. ‘And I desired you as well, raje. But because of my cruel mistress, I could neither openly reveal my feelings for you nor reciprocate the love I saw in your eyes.’

She raised her gaze again to him and the instant when their gazes met was like a physical blow to both, each felt the impact in his or her loins, and was overcome by a great surge of desire.

‘Yayati,’ she said, and he thrilled to hear his name spoken by her. ‘I wish to give myself to you now. I have been patient so long, but I cannot bear it anymore. Please, take me and make me your woman this very instant. I desire it.’

Yayati was filled with a great conflict. ‘Oh Sharmishtha, you do not know how much your words please me. I desire nothing less than that we be joined this instant. But before I married Devayani, her father cautioned me of one thing. He warned me against ever taking you to my bed. That was the reason why I have avoided you through these many years. I was respecting the wishes of my father-in-law, who is a great sage and powerful maharishi.’

Sharmishtha replied: ‘Yet it was not a promise or a vow, merely a caution that you were given, am I right? There would be no sin in ignoring that caution.’

‘True, but if he asks me someday, I would have to admit the truth. And who knows what the consequences might be? Remember, he is a great and powerful brahmin and any sane man must fear his wrath. It would not be wise to cross him.’

‘Then don’t tell him! If he asks you, lie to him. After all, there are circumstances under which lying is not a sin. Specifically, there are five instances when lying is acceptable: in jest, to women, at the time of marriage, when faced with certain death, and in order to avoid losing one’s wealth.’

‘It is so,’ Yayati replied. ‘But bearing false witness is also wrong and against dharma. Even if one speaks the falsehood for an ulterior purpose, it is still wrong. I am a king, Sharmishtha, I must be a role model to my people. Yatha raja tatha praja, goes the saying. As does a king, so do the people. I cannot set a wrong example. It is forbidden for me to lie, even if doing so can save me from certain destruction.’

Sharmishtha considered the matter then replied: ‘Then do not consider it a lie at all. Our rites of marriage declare that a close friend’s marriage is equal to one’s own nuptials. By law, a friend’s husband is equivalent to one’s own husband. It is acceptable for me to regard you as my own husband and call you to my bed. In addition, I am your wife’s slave, therefore I am your slave as well, for when you married her you took possession of me as well. I regard it as my dharma to mate with you and produce a child from our union. Therefore I do not ask you to commit any sin or crime, merely to enable me to uphold my dharma. As my owner’s husband, and friend’s husband, it is your duty to help me uphold my dharma. Legally, this logic is unassailable. None can question the right of a man to have sexual congress with his own slave. In fact, by doing so, and by fostering a child upon me, you perform your right as a king as well, enabling me to fulfill my dharma. There can be no wrong in this act. Make love to me now, king. All doubts are dispelled. Take me in this scented arbor. My season is ripe, my body is ready, and it is the righteous thing to do for both of us.’

Yayati was persuaded. Inflamed by his long-suppressed desire for Sharmishtha, he laid her down upon a bed of soft springy grass and made passionate love to her in the ashoka grove. Both enjoyed the pleasures of each other’s bodies and satisfied their desires completely. Their union was not merely one of lust but of genuine love, far greater than the forced bond which united Yayati and Devayani. After an afternoon of rich passion, he lovingly bid her farewell and continued on his way. She returned home as well, and was certain that she had conceived that very day.

She was right. From that union, Sharmishtha conceived and gave birth to a son with eyes like blue lotuses, matching her own darkly beautiful eyes.


||SEVEN||

Devayani had watched her maid like a hawk all these years. Temporarily distracted by the birth of her first child, she had ceased the constant visitation of torment on Sharmishtha. Her life and routine had changed and she failed to notice Sharmishtha’s state of motherhood until it was almost time for her to give birth. Only after Sharmishtha had delivered herself of the child did Devayani come to realize that Sharmishtha was also a mother now.

She came to see Sharmishtha, hoping to catch her off guard and was quite unhappy to see her nursing a beautiful baby boy no less resplendent than her own son. ‘What sin have you committed now, Sharmishtha?’ she asked without preamble or greeting. ‘With whom have you been rutting in dark corners to produce this proof of your misbegotten lust?’

Sharmishtha had expected this confrontation and had prepared her answers carefully. ‘I was visited by a rishi, mistress. A great man, learned in the Vedas and devoted to dharma. He offered me a boon and I asked for a son. He granted my wish and this is the result. Surely there can be no sin in what I did?’

Devayani was taken aback. Of all the answers she had thought to hear, this was least expected. She could hardly find fault with such an explanation. ‘Yes, yes, of course,’ she admitted grumpily. ‘This is all very well. But I wish to know the name, lineage and birth details of this brahmin.’ She thought to check the details with her father and verify Sharmishtha’s story. She did not put it past her to lie blatantly to her!

But Sharmishtha was prepared for this as well. ‘You look more radiant than ever after delivering, Devayani. Motherhoood suits you well. It has brought out your natural beauty.’ Before Devayani could repeat her request, she added, ‘I wish I could provide the details you ask for, but this rishi was so radiant and awe-inspiring. I never thought to ask him such questions. It hardly seemed to matter. After all, he was clearly some great being, possessed of magnificent spiritual energy and luminescence. I was overcome by his spiritual splendour.’

Devayani was frustrated. But she could not accuse Sharmishtha further without some basis in fact. Such births were quite common, and it was no crime for any unmarried woman to ask a visiting brahmin to seed her with child. Her own father had probably seeded hundreds of such women in his time. It was regarded as a blessing and a benediction. The child remained the mother’s legitimate child, the father’s name being of no relevance at all. In fact, as she thought about it further, Devayani realized, this was the perfect end to her long-lasting fears of Sharmishtha becoming a rival. Now that Sharmishtha was an unwed mother with a child to raise, and still a maid servant, her desirability had been further reduced. No man would want her, let alone King Yayati. In the end, Devayani decided, this was a wonderful stroke of good luck. She could finally stop worrying about Sharmishtha stealing her man away.

In the wake of this confrontation, rather than dividing the two women, the birth of Sharmishtha’s fatherless child brought them closer together. Rid of the constant anxiety that Sharmishtha might steal her husband away, and flush with her own motherhood, Devayani was pleased to share both her new state with her long-ago friend, and inasmuch as such a thing was possible under the circumstances, their old friendship revived and flourished again. They spent hours together, sharing information on baby care, caring for one another’s infants, and otherwise enjoying each other’s company at every waking moment. The change in the relationship was striking: no more was Sharmishtha Devayani’s slave and servant. She was almost treated as an equal and friend once more! Devayani in turn altered her outlook and became sweet-smiling and good-tempered again, as she had once been. The other maids marvelled at the change in their mistresses. Soon after the birth of her first son, Sharmishtha was permitted to build a house of her own and reside near the ashoka grove. Over time, she was careful not to invite Devayani to her house or to let her mistress meet her son as he grew older.

In time, Yayati had another son through Devayani. Their two sons were named Yadu and Turvasu. Through Sharmishtha he fathered three sons – Druhyu, Anu and Puru. All five boys were magnificent, healthy and possessed of strikingly beautiful features and strong bodies. If placed in a row together, there would have been no mistaking the fact that they were all sons of Yayati, but because of Sharmishtha’s care, that never happened. She took great pains to ensure that Devayani never saw her sons closely once they were grown old enough for the resemblance to be obvious.

One day, by pure chance, Devayani was travelling with Yayati and they happened to visit the same ashoka grove near Sharmishtha’s house. Devayani insisted on stopping there to rest awhile. While they were sitting there, she saw three handsome young boys playing nearby. Struck by their appearance and by the similarity in their features to her own two sons, Devayani grew suspicious. She asked Yayati: ‘Who are these boys? Why do they resemble our sons so much?’

Understandably, Yayati did not answer.

Devayani went over to the boys and asked them, ‘Who is your father? Where does he live?’

Innocently, the boys answered, ‘Our father is right here. There he is.’ And they pointed at Yayati. He was trying to dissuade them with gestures and refused to accept that they were his sons, only because he was afraid of Devayani finding out the truth. He denied their claim before Devayani. ‘They are just children, my love. Why do you ask them such questions?’

Devayani went pale. Her legs lost their strength and she sat down suddenly on the grass. It took her a moment to find her voice and wits again. When she had recovered a little, she asked the question to which she already knew the answer: ‘And your mother? What is her name?’

They answered cheerfully with the innocence of all children. ‘Sharmishtha!’

Devayani was stunned. All her fears and doubts and anxieties came rushing back and she realized that she had been made a fool of all this while. Yayati had been sporting with Sharmishtha under her very nose for years, without her realizing. And she in turn had befriended Sharmishtha once more and spent her days in her company, never once suspecting that the boys she was raising were sired by her own husband! Most unbearable of all was the realization that the man she loved and whom she believed loved her exclusively had been sharing his body and his passion with her best friend – who was also her maid! The fact that Sharmishtha’s sons were three to her own two sons, and were handsomer and taller in appearance, thanks to their mother being more attractive than Devayani, was the final insult.

Devayani flew into one of her old rages. She saw Sharmishtha emerge from the house to call back her sons. At the sight of her betrayer, she began shrieking like a wild thing. ‘How dare you? You are my slave! My servant! How dare you do this to me?’

Sharmishtha had no intention of backing down before her old nemesis. ‘I am far more than just your slave and servant. I am the true princess and if not for your manipulations, it would have been I whom Yayati married. He would never have looked at you twice if not for me. Even your first meeting was due to me! But since you regard me only as your slave and property then you should know that my being your slave means that I am also your husband’s slave. And that in turns means he is free to enjoy me if he pleases. And it pleases him very greatly, does it not, Yayati, my love?’

Yayati did not have the courage to reply and take either side in this battle of women, but Sharmishtha continued, speaking up for both of them. ‘You once had Yayati declared a rishi by your own father, so that he would be equal to you in status and you could be married. You chose him as your husband and insisted that he wed you. I did the same things. If what you did was right in dharma, then how can I be wrong? But while you did everything out of selfish greed, thinking of none other than yourself, I did what I did with mutual love and respect. Yayati may be your husband in name and law, but he is mine in love and affection. He goes to your bed only because he must, because it is his dharma as a husband to please you and his dharma as a king to sire heirs upon you. But to my bed he comes willingly and eagerly each afternoon, filled with desire, passion and love. These three children are the fruits of that love and that is why they blossom more brightly than even your own two sons!’

Devayani could not bear to hear anymore. Sharmishtha’s words had the ring of truth and for Devayani, this was the culmination of years of self-doubt. She rose from there and went back to her palace. When Yayati followed her there, he found her preparing to leave. ‘Where are you going?’ he asked. ‘You have caused me the ultimate insult,’ Devayani said. ‘I cannot live here another day. I am going home to my father.’

She left that very day, returning to Vrishaparva and prostrated herself before her shocked father, weeping miserably as she poured out her tragic plight. ‘Adharma has won over dharma,’ she wailed. ‘The inferior have won, the superior have lost. My husband Yayati has betrayed me by fathering three sons on Sharmishta, my maid and slave! In addition, he has deliberately fathered only two sons on me, seeking to elevate his illicit mistress over his own lawful wife.’

Yayati was alarmed at the thought of how Shukracharya would react to this terrible news. He followed close on Devayani’s heels, arriving immediately after her. He arrived just in time to hear the tail end of Devayani’s impassioned plea to her father.

Shukra turned to Yayati with a face like stone. ‘What do you have to say to this?’

Yayati hung his head with shame, unable to summon up any words. Anything he might say would only compound his guilt further and he could not deny the truth to the great preceptor of the asuras.

Shukracharya took his silence and shamefaced aspect as proof of his guilt. ‘I see. You will recall that I once forbade you this very thing, knowing the distress it would cause my daughter. Had you copulated with any other woman, it might have been forgivable. But to have violated my sole request to you, made in trust and in good faith of your sense of dharma, this is an insult to me as well. You have succumbed to lust and indulged yourself without care for the consequences. By slaking your lust on two women you have lived two lives at once. Therefore, let your own lifespan be shortened to half. Even though you are yet young, let old age come upon you at once and may your youth be ended at this moment.’

No sooner had the guru pronounced the curse than a shadow passed across the sun shining through the palace windows, even though no cloud or bird was visible in the clear blue sky. When the shadow passed, Yayati’s handsome young face was lined and wrinkled, her body bent over with age and infirmity, his joints stiff, his back curved, his hair whitened, his eyes rheumy.

Staring down at himself, he cried out pitifully. ‘Do not punish me so harshly, great one. I did nothing on my own. Sharmishtha commanded me to make love to her and said that she had vowed to bear children, therefore as her mistress’s husband she was within her rights to demand that I sire children upon her. Countless men do so in the exact same way, will you punish them as well? You yourself agreed at your daughter’s request that I was no less than a brahmin and therefore had to concede to your daughter’s request to wed her and sire children upon her. If I did no wrong then, how could I have done wrong by fathering children upon Sharmishtha? Is it not said by the learned that he who refuses to sire a child upon a woman who desires one is no less than a murderer of an embryo? What wrong have I committed in the eyes of dharma? How can you punish me thus unfairly?’

Kavya Ushanas rose to his feet, pointing a bony outstretched finger at the king. ‘Even if this were the case, you should have consulted me. Having been forbidden by me specifically to avoid bedding Sharmishtha, you had no business doing just that! You have no right to ask me for mercy now. It was my specific instruction that you disobeyed. By doing so, dharma itself has blinded her eyes to you!’

Yayati joined his wizened palms together, weeping pitiful tears, but the guru would not be moved.

Finally Yayati struck upon an argument that even Shukra could not ignore. ‘By punishing me thus, you punish your own daughter as well, gurudev! For if I am old and decrepit now, then your wife has lost her young virile husband. What will she do with this ancient feeble body as her companion? You have cursed her as well.’

Shukra looked at his daughter’s face and realized that Yayati spoke truly. By cutting down Yayati’s youth, he had deprived his own daughter of her husband. But now that the curse had been uttered and taken effect, it could not be taken back. He thought quickly, arriving at a compromise.

‘You may exchange your condition for any other youth if you desire,’ he said gruffly. ‘The only condition is that he must accept this state of old age willingly and without protest. You cannot force it on anyone.’

Yayati saw a ray of hope in his desperate state. He decided to press his advantage. ‘Then let me offer this willing person in exchange for his youth, the kingship of my own land. For I must give him something to compensate for the loss of his prime years!’

Shukracharya nodded. ‘So be it. But make this arrangement only with one of your own sons. In exchange for his youth, he shall rule your kingdom in your stead. As I have already promised to protect your heirs and see that no harm ever befalls them, I shall add to that the promise that whichever of your sons agrees to exchange his youth for your old age and infirmity shall enjoy long life, great success and fame, and produce numerous offspring of his own. These are my final words.’


||EIGHT||

Yayati’s change of condition made even the journey back home seem like an epic undertaking. Every jolt of the chariot, every hour of sunshine or of damp cold nightfall, every minor deprivation and physical discomfort felt like torture. In moments he had gone from a robust young man in his prime, filled with strength and virility, proud of his body’s abilities and his youth, to a decrepit sagging bent-over old man, barely able to walk straight, plagued by a dozen aches and weaknesses, beset by failing eyesight, hearing, impaired bodily functions. The full weight of old age had descended upon him like a boulder fallen from above. He struggled to merely cope one moment at a time. He knew that if he remained in this condition, a quick death was assured. He would not be able to live for long in the state he was in. All men grow old in their time, over time, with years and decades to gradually adjust to failing senses and impaired organs. Yayati had not even had a moment to register the full impact of Shukracharya’s curse before he was struck down by his condition. Even now, he was still struggling to accept the reality.

Somehow, he made it home, shivering with chills and fever, wracked by pains and sprains, struggling to breathe, see, think, speak. It was all the royal vaids could do to keep him sane and functional. He was prone to ranting and raving, to berating the world for his condition, to self-pity and remorse.

But he was inherently a strong, determined man. Gradually, he overcame the mountainous weight of his afflictions and summoned his eldest son, Yadu, child of Devayani and dearest to his heart. He sought to soften the blow of his condition by having his servants draw the drapes and dim the lamps in his chamber, covering his body with a blanket. But the overall effect was worse: the dim lighting, subdued atmosphere and attendants with faces that revealed their own sorrow at their king’s condition only served to heighten the impact of the revelation. Yadu reacted at the sight of his father very badly. He reared back as if struck by a snake, gaping with wide open eyes and mouth, nostrils flaring. He stared at his father as if confronted by an imposter, unable to accept the radical change. He could barely believe that this was in fact his own father. It took several moments for him to accept the fact of the curse and its terrible outcome.

When Yayati spoke, in a wheezing voice wholly unlike his robust baritone, Yadu was even more dismayed.

‘Son, my first-born, my best-born. Do not fear me. All this you see, the old age, the wrinkles, the grey hair, are the result of a curse imposed on me by my father-in-law, Kavya Ushanas.’

‘Grandfather did this?’ Yadu said, astonished.

Yayati nodded, breaking into a coughing fit that alarmed the young Yadu even more. Barely grown to manhood, he was of that age where all old people appear to be of a different race or species, barely human. To see his own father thus, the same father whose powerful physique and commanding personality had provided a model to which he himself aspired, altered overnight, was the worst shock of his young life. He wondered if Yayati was going to die as a result of the intense coughing. He looked dead already.

‘Yes,’ Yayati said at last, clearing his throat with difficulty. Unnoticed by him but observed by Yadu with great disgust, he had spots of blood on his chest and chin from the intense coughing. An attendant wiped it away but Yadu thought he could still see the places where the spots stained his father’s garment. ‘Grandfather did this to me. It is a long story and I shall explain it all later. But first I have something to ask of you.’

‘What is it?’ Yadu asked doubtfully. He was still wrestling with the realization that this was now his father, this old broken-bodied feeble being who seemed barely able to survive a coughing fit.

Yayati was taken aback by his son’s abrupt tone. He had envisioned his son as his savior, imagining that Yadu would throw himself upon his chest, weeping out of sorrow for his father’s plight, and offer to do anything in order to restore his father to his former state. Instead, Yadu was staring at him with horror, keeping a safe distance and acting as if he were possessed of a disease that was contagious. ‘There is only one condition under which the curse may be rescinded. If my son agrees to exchange places with me. I wish you to do this for me, my son. Take this condition upon yourself willingly for a thousand years. Let me be young again. When the thousand years are over, I shall again return your youth to you and accept my fate as an old man.’

Yadu stared at his father silently for a long moment. ‘Why not accept it now? You are already made old.’

Yayati was irritated by the question. He had expected unconditional support and acquiescence, not this suspicious hostility. ‘Because I am in my prime! I still wish to enjoy life, to live fully. You know what I looked like yesterday, son. Now look at me! White hair, white beard, flabby flesh, wrinkled skin, ugly, thin, weak, worthless as a man or a warrior, incapacitated by ailments and infirmities, beset by failing organs and countless aches and pains … I do not deserve to be like this!’

‘And I do?’ Yadu asked.

Yayati was struck dumb. What could he say to such a question?

Yadu took a step forward. ‘Father, I love you, this you know already. But do you mean to say that you deserve your youth and strength, but I do not? Do I deserve to be like this? With white hair, beard, flabby, wrinkled, ugly, thin, weak, worthless … all the rest that you describe?’ He shook his head slowly. ‘No, father. I cannot do this for you. It is too much! I cannot become old in your place!’

He turned his face away, both disgusted and ashamed. Disgusted by the very thought of becoming like the creature in the bed before him – for Yayati’s abrupt change made him seem less like a man and more like some creature that had suddenly taken Yadu’s father’s place overnight – and ashamed at his own weakness.

Yayati felt shock, pain, disappointment. He had thought his son capable of giving up his life for him. He knew he would have given his own life to save Yadu, if the circumstances arose. It was another matter that the only scenarios in which he had expected to have to sacrifice his own life were those entailing battle and combat. Not a sacrifice of this magnitude. This was more than mere death, it was living hell. But despite his understanding of his son’s decision, he was overcome by a wave of self-pity and anger.

‘If that is so,’ he shouted feebly, his voice cracking and turning hoarse. ‘If you will not aid your father in my time of need, then you deserve no share in this kingdom, Yadu! You and any offspring you have in future shall have no part in my domain. I disinherit you from this moment onward!’

Yadu cried out in anguish and ran from his father’s chambers. Yayati’s heart broke as well and he knew his judgement was harsh, much too harsh. But he was now overcome with righteous conviction. He felt that it was the duty of his son to do as he asked and that by refusing to do so, Yadu had failed his dharma as a son and as a prince. He deserved to be disinherited.

Turvasu, Devayani’s second son, was next to be summoned. He reacted much as Yadu had to his father’s appearance and condition – and to his demand as well. ‘No, father! I cannot do such a thing. Old people feel no desire or pleasure. They have no strength, beauty or intelligence, they are like the dead, though they live.’

This time, the disappointment was even more crushing. Yayati could scarcely believe that even younger Turvasu, who doted on his father’s every word and deed, could refuse him. In his son’s words, he heard his mother’s voice and phrasing, and he felt certain that Devayani had warned both her sons against acceding to their father’s request. The anger he unleashed now against Turvasu was in fact intended for Devayani.

‘Everything you possess – your eyes, heart, strength, your senses – were created by me. I am the father of that body! Yet you refuse me! Foolish boy, I disinherit you as well! Even if you become a king, you will rule over subjects who will be inferior and impure. Women of high birth shall cohabit with men of low birth. People in your reign shall eat meat and drink alcohol, mate with their own guru’s wives, or even animals when they cannot find humans to mate with! People will behave like animals or worse, like mlecchas! Only a barbarian would refuse his father, therefore you shall only rule over barbarians. I banish you to the barbarian provinces.’

After Turavasu had left, weeping copiously, Yayati decided to send for Sharmishtha’s eldest son, Druhyu. Surely she would have no reason to caution her sons against him. If anything, she would have made them sympathetic to his plight and one of them would surely agree to do as he asked.

With renewed hope, he sent for Druhyu. But when the boy came, it was a repetition of the same scene that had taken place with the previous two boys. Druhyu was more sympathetic but said, ‘Father, I love riding elephants, chariots, horses, I am a warrior and wish to do great things in war and combat. I love women and wish to enjoy their love as well. I am not ready for this sacrifice. Please forgive me.’

Again, Yayati was enraged at this insubordination. ‘Oh Druhyu, you should not have refused me. Now, I have no choice but to disinherit you and banish you as well. You are hereby sent to the kingdom of Bhoja, where you shall have no elephants, chariots, horses to ride or women to love. Your only means of transport there shall be rafts, boats and swimming. And you are forbidden from entering into liaisons with women. Go now from my sight.’

The fourth son to be summoned, and Sharmishtha’s second, was Anu. With him too, it went much the same way. The difference was that Sharmishtha’s sons tried to explain and justify themselves at least, which suggested that the reasons were their own and that they were refusing their father despite their mother’s urging, not because of it. ‘Father, I love to eat and to look smart and dress well,’ Anu said plaintively. ‘If I am old I will barely be able to eat with that toothless mouth, and I would drool and dribble on myself. My garments would be stained and unclean, and I will not be able to stay clean long enough to perform a single yagna. No, I cannot accept your condition. Please understand.’

Yayati was tired and weary now, exhausted by the emotional disappointment and sense of despair that had overcome him. ‘In that case, I forbid you the wearing of new or clean garments henceforth. You will be given unpalatable foods to eat. And you are forbidden from performing yagnas ever again.’

Now Yayati feared that even his last and youngest son, Puru, would surely refuse him. All that had transpired pointed to that likelihood. Still, he he clung to the final straw of hope like a dying man clinging to a reed on a riverbank to save himself from drowning.

When Puru, his youngest, stood before him, Yayati said, ‘Son. You are my youngest and most beloved. A terrible curse has been put upon me by your own grandfather, Kavya Ushanas. I am condemned to this state of old age that you see before you. Yet I still desire to live and enjoy life in a young body. I wish to enjoy many pleasures still. Therefore I entreat you to grant me your body and youth for one thousand years. After the thousand years have passed, I shall take back my condition along with the pain and infirmity that accompany it. What do you say to my request?’

To his astonishment, Puru said, ‘Father, my life is yours. You sired me and everything I possess is given by you, including this body and its strength. If this is what you desire, then take it. I shall accept your curse and live a thousand years or as long as you wish, in that frail old body. It is my privilege to serve my father in his time of need.’

Yayati’s ancient eyes could barely see, yet tears sprang from them and rolled down his ancient withered cheeks. Through blurry vision, he reached out to his youngest son, clasping him to his sunken chest, and said, ‘Puru, my son. This is a great sacrifice you have made. You are truly Arya in the best sense of the word, a noble and pure soul. Your sacrifice will be richly rewarded. You and your offspring alone shall inherit this kingdom, achieve great prosperity and achieve all their ambitions and desires. This is part of the condition of the curse and hence it is no less than a decree of destiny.’

Then Yayati reached out and took his son’s hand and in an instant, both father and son were transformed, Yayati regressing in age until he was once more the virile man he had been before the curse, and the boy Puru aging until he became bent, wrinkled and withered like an old man. Both father and son exchanged places.



||EIGHT||

Enjoying the gift of renewed youth gifted to him by his son Puru, Yayati appreciated life more than ever. He relished every kala and kashtha of time that passed, using it to its fullest. He had vowed that if he was given this opportunity he would do nothing that transgressed against dharma and would accomplish all the tasks that he had planned. For a thousand years he worked hard, building and consolidating his kingdom until it became one of the most powerful in the world. He made sure that his people were cared for, that nobody slept hungry or wanted for anything, that law and order were upheld and crime was curbed, that traditions were maintained, arts, crafts and culture patronized. He took special care of the aged and infirm and incapacitated, since he now knew what it meant to be one of them, making sure that they were given all the aid possible. He performed every duty and responsibility diligently. In his spare time he enjoyed himself as well, but never did he act against dharma. His was a golden reign and not only the four varnas of the earth, but even the gods and ancestors were pleased with his efforts and showered blessings upon him.

Eventually, the time allotted to him drew to a close. He worked harder than ever, seeking to complete as much as possible before he had to go back to his sickbed. When the day finally came, he went to his son’s bedchamber and presented himself before the wasted withered figure that lay outstretched on the bed, wracked by pain and ailments. He clasped the withered bony hand of the ancient Puru and said, ‘My son, my great and wonderful son. Thanks to you, I have lived life more fully than ever before. I have fulfilled my heart’s every desire. Now, as I promised, I have returned to give you back your youth. In recognition of the great sacrifice you made, I shall honour my commitment to you. You shall now rule the kingdom and I shall retire to my sickbed. Before this day is ended I shall crown you king and before the eyes of all, we shall complete the ceremony of succession.’

Knowing that there would be political resistance, Yayati then sent for his advisors, his ministers, and other members of the court, representing all the four varnas. The brahmins objected most vociferously: ‘How can you install Puru as your successor? Yadu, son of Devayani, grandson of Shukra, is your eldest son and legitimate heir!’

Others added loudly, ‘Even if you discount him for any reason, there is a clear line of succession: After Yadu comes Turvasu, then Sharmishtha’s sons Druhyu, Anu and only then can Puru’s name be counted. This is against tradition and all laws of succession. It is against dharma!’

Yayati was prepared for this opposition. He raised his hand to command silence. Calmly he responded: ‘What you say is not incorrect under ordinary circumstances. But these are extraordinary times. I was stricken down by a curse of aging long before my prime was ended. I had important work to do to build, consolidate and strengthen this kingdom. My sons were all too young at the time to shoulder this mountainous responsibility. The kingdom would have fallen apart, chaos and ruin followed and today you have had no king to hear your complaints!’

The court was silent. Yayati’s efforts these past thousand years had been admired and appreciated by all. They conceded that he had done far more than any king in his place would have for them. They listened with respect and affection.

‘Due to the rigidity of Shukra’s curse, the only way for me to extend my youth was for one of my sons to exchange places with me for a duration. Yet when I asked each of them in turn, all refused. This you know already. Our sanskriti clearly states that a son who disobeys his father is no son at all. Therefore I disinherited four of my sons who refused to do as I asked: Yadu is banished to another part of the kingdom, as are Turvasu, Druhyu and Anu. Only Puru was immediately responsive and obedient to me. He was more than willing to undertake this sacrifice for my sake and for the sake of the kingdom.’

Yayati pointed to his four sons standing on the throne dais, all four grown to young manhood now and in their prime, strong, handsome, virile. ‘Look upon these four sons of mine. They have enjoyed their childhood and youth these past thousand years, playing, cavorting, hunting, loving, fighting, and doing as they pleased. Now look at my youngest son, Puru.’

At Yayati’s pre-arranged signal, Puru came out onto the dais, bent and bowed, walking with the aid of a stick, his long white hair and beard covering most of his features, his withered limbs like twigs in autumn, his rheumy eyes peering at the court. People gasped to see him in this state.

‘For the past thousand years, while his brothers played and cavorted, hunted and dallied, and did as they pleased, Puru has lain in my sickbed, suffering the curse that was meant for me. By the pronouncement of Guru Shukracharya himself, he consented to take the curse upon himself willingly – for it could not be done by force – and spent the best years of his life suffering thus for my sake, and for your sakes as well. What greater son could any father have? What greater king could any kingdom wish for? Therefore, I entreat you all, accept my choice of successor, Puru as the king of this land, for I believe that none but he can govern you as wisely and justly. This is my final edict as a king.’

And with those words, Yayati, son of Nahusha, touched the hands of his son and exchanged their conditions once more. Yayati became old and withered again, and Puru stood tall and strong and handsome.

Without further arguments, the court and the people gladly accepted Puru as their new king and the rite of succession was completed without further delay. Thus was the line of Puru established over the kingdom originally built by Dushyanta and Shakuntala’s son Bharata and named after him, Bharat.

When all was done, Puru went to his mother and bent his back before her to ask her blessings. All watched as Sharmishtha, the woman they knew only as Queen Devayani’s maid, blessed and then embraced her proud son tearfully.

The old king Yayati turned his eyes to his Queen. Devayani looked away, eyes flashing with anger. But the force of his will compelled her to look at him at last whereupon he said to her, not without kindness: ‘In the end, love conquers all. It was only natural that the child born of love should make the sacrifice that earned him the right to rule the kingdom. For one may make a child, a marriage, or a kingdom out of ambition, but one can govern them well only through love and compassion. You may be my queen, Devayani, but it was Sharmishtha’s love that infused her son’s heart from birth and brought him to this shining day. She shall always be queen of my heart to the end of my days.’

Taking the hand of his paramour and ignoring the muffled whispers of consternation among the nobility, Yayati and Sharmishtha left the palace together and went into the forest to live the rest of their mortal days in togetherness. They would never be parted again, except by death.
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