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Introduction

A one-eyed demon, a shape-shifting deer and an admirable noble bird with giant wings—these are a few of my favourite fantastic creatures in mythology. There are many more waiting for you in this book

filled with wild and wondrous tales!

Out of the hundreds of legendary creatures in Hindu mythology, some were absolutely wicked rakshasas with extraordinary powers, like the thousand-headed serpent Kaliya, while others were good characters who had been cursed to live as horrible demons, like the terrifying Tataka. Did you know that Maricha, Tataka’s son, was forced to turn evil? And then there were Vatapi and Ilvala, two demon brothers who were tired of eating animals every day and wanted to gobble up every human in sight.

But as I said, not everyone was bad. Here you will also meet noble and tender beasts, like Indra’s trusted vahana Airavata, a stunning white elephant with four tusks, and the bravest of all birds, the mighty Garuda with golden wings.

We also have great gods taking on animal form. Learn about how Lord Vishnu transformed into Narasimha—half-man, half-lion—to destroy an asura, while the oldest and wisest bear in the world, Jambavana, helped Lord Rama rescue Sita.

When you encounter these creatures, you will be amazed by their unusual avatars with more unusual stories, and you will see that good always wins over evil.

Enjoy reading!





Airavata

The Magnificent White Elephant

Everyone knows that elephants are enormous, but there was one who was far greater than any—Airavata! He was the largest elephant in the world, and was born from an egg, no less. When the egg had hatched, there was a deafening explosion, and the blast was so exceptionally loud that even Lord Brahma, the god of creation, came to find out what had caused this noise.

When he saw baby Airavata, Brahma blessed this unique calf.

Even then, this heavenly creature had a body as big as a hill and his enormous tusks were already formidable weapons. And Airavata did not have two tusks like other elephants. He was, in fact, blessed with four of them. His skin was different too. It was extremely tough and gleamed with a silvery sheen when he walked. Lord Indra, the king of the gods, admired him so much that he made this beautiful white elephant his special vehicle.

As Indra traipsed around the heavens astride Airavata, all the other gods watched with envy and wished they too had a vahana like him. Indra, meanwhile, was very pleased, and his heart swelled with pride.

All were at peace, but one day, this noble creature made a terrible mistake through no fault of his own. A sage named Durvasa visited Indra’s palace in heaven and offered him a fragrant garland of blossoms. Made from rare flowers with a sweet, powerful scent that filled the air, the garland had been given to the sage by the apsaras that lived in the high mountains.

After Durvasa presented the garland to Indra, he waited to be thanked for this generous and enchanting gift. But Indra just took it in his hands and laughed. He was in a playful and jovial mood, and did not know the value of this garland. So he casually threw it around his favourite elephant’s trunk. The flowers had such an alluring smell that a swarm of bees immediately started buzzing around the elephant’s head. Airavata tossed his head restlessly. He tried to move away, but the bees did not relent. He could not stand the buzzing noise in his ears any longer, and so, he flung the garland down with force. As the garland fell to the ground and as Airavata stepped back, the blossoms got crushed under his massive feet.

Durvasa, who was known for his fierce temper, stared open-mouthed. He began trembling with anger. He took it as an insult to his honour. How could they disrespect him like this? He pointed a finger at the crumpled flowers and thundered at Indra, ‘How dare you behave in this ungodly manner. I presented you with this fragrant, beautiful garland made of flowers You carelessly threw it away.’ In his his fists and declared in a loud and angry voice that echoed all around the heavens, ‘I curse you, Indra, for this insult and for your ungrateful, rude behaviour. I curse all the gods in Devaloka, as they are your friends. Each one of you will lose your immortality. You will all grow old and weak like ordinary men.’ He spread his arms wide and bellowed, ‘Your gleaming abode in heaven will become a sad and dismal place.’

Overcome by despair, Indra started shaking with fear. He fell to the ground and begged the sage to forgive him, while his faithful vehicle, Airavata, stood quietly with his head bowed. How he wished he had not trampled the precious garland, but it was too late now. The angry sage had uttered the curse and there was nothing they could do.

Soon, all the other gods appeared, looking distraught. They folded their hands and begged Durvasa for his pardon. When the sage finally calmed down, he decided to forgive Indra’s foolish behaviour. But it is not easy to take back a curse. So Durvasa said to the gods, ‘You could regain your immortality if you drink the nectar that is hidden in the bottom of the ocean of milk. Get this amrit and you will be gods again.’

Airavata disappeared in a flash to the deepest point of the ocean. As penance for his wrongdoing, he hid there and prayed and prayed to Lord Vishnu, the preserver and part The term ‘Trinity’ or ‘Trimurti’ is used in reference to the three faces of god: Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva.



Meanwhile, the sage’s cruel curse was taking its dark, poisonous effect. The gods began to feel frail and feeble. They could hardly walk. They knew they had to get the nectar as quickly as possible, or else all would be lost. The astute gods decided to join forces with the demons, as they knew the demons were stronger and would do most of the hard work. In return, the gods promised to share the amrit with them. They, of course, had no intention of doing so, but the demons believed them and agreed.

And then the churning of the ocean of milk began. Mighty waves splashed and the earth shook as the gods and demons pulled and pushed with all their strength. Mount Mandara, the tallest of all mountains, and Vasuki, the king of serpents, were both used to churn the ocean. What’s more, even Lord Vishnu came down in his tortoise avatar and became the pivot on which the churning took place. The gods and demons worked hard, and they threw countless medicinal herbs into the ocean and stirred for days and days without stopping.

Many precious things and wonderful creatures slowly rose from the ocean. Kamadhenu, the divine wish-fulfilling cow; the gleaming moon god Chandra; Uchchaihshravas, the seven-headed flying horse; the sacred Parijata tree—one by one, they all emerged. But not everything that emerged was beautiful and pure. A dark poison suddenly rose from the waters and engulfed them all. Breathing this in, the gods and demons choked and panicked, but the great destroyer, Lord Shiva, appeared. He quickly swallowed the poison to save everyone. But the poison remained collected like a blue lump in his throat, and so he earned the name Neelkanth.

The churning continued, and soon a milky white elephant swam up! It was Airavata coming out of hiding. And with him, the pot of amrit came up too.

The radiating goddess Lakshmi emerged in her glorious form and went to join Lord Vishnu. At last, the churning of the ocean of milk was over, and it had brought the reward everyone had been eyeing—the nectar of immortality.

The demons, shouting with glee, greedily tried to snatch the pot of nectar from the gods. But they failed. With the help of Lord Vishnu, the gods cleverly tricked the demons and obtained the nectar for themselves. They regained their strength at once and became immortal again.



And so, Indra returned to his glittering heavenly abode, and Airavata was back as his special vehicle. For his love and dedication to his lord, Airavata was named the king of elephants and became one of the eight mighty guardians of the universe. He even helped Indra make rain by sucking up water from the underworld and then spraying it on the clouds with his giant trunk.

But this magnificent white elephant with four tusks made sure to walk cautiously and not trample any heavenly flowers again.





Kaliya

The Thousand-Headed Serpent

A gentle breeze blew. The sky was a clear blue with just a few white clouds dancing around. Krishna and his friends, the cowherds, were walking to the riverbank with their cows. The river Yamuna sparkled in the sunshine as it flowed quietly. Under the trees, where the river leapt over boulders, there was a deep pool.

And along the riverbanks the grass looked fresh and green.

The young cowherds decided to take their cows to the pool. This place was called Kalindi, another name for the Yamuna. The cowherds did not know that an enormous snake with a thousand heads lived in this river. Every morning, he swam up and exhaled poisonous fumes from his many heads and then hid in the water again.

The young cowherds were thirsty from their long walk and sat down on the grass. One by one, they cupped their hands in the flowing river and drank the cool water. Then they led their cows closer to the water and made them drink too. As soon as the cowherds gulped the water, their heads spun and their hands and legs trembled. They heard a strange buzzing sound in their ears. All the cows began to moo eerily and collapsed on the grass. Suddenly, all the cowherds too fell to the ground.

Krishna, who was sitting a little farther away, looked up when he heard a thud. He could not see any of his friends or any of the cows. They had been sitting by the river just a few minutes ago. Worried, Krishna ran to the riverbank. He could not believe his eyes. All his cowherd friends and the cows were lying on the ground in strange, twisted poses. They were all dead.

What happened to them? Who caused their death? Krishna wondered in fright and anger as he looked at the flowing river.

Given his magical powers, he could see right through the deep, dark pool. His sharp eyes quickly spotted a large shimmering form. It was swimming underwater, twisting and turning swiftly like a giant wheel. It was Kaliya, the thousand-headed serpent!

Krishna knew at once that it was this serpent who had poisoned the water of the Kalindi and killed the cowherds and the cows. Consumed by anger, he quickly climbed up a tall tree growing just near the river and, from the topmost branch, dived into the river.

As he did this, there was a sudden thunderclap. The sun hid behind the clouds and the birds stopped singing as a mighty battle began between the blue-skinned god Krishna and the thousand-headed serpent Kaliya.

The snake saw a boy swimming towards him and was and tried to strangle him, but Krishna out by expanding himself, and Kaliya had to let him go.

As the fight continued, the water churned and high waves crashed over them. The villagers heard the commotion and came rushing out. As they found their beloved boys and their cows, they cried and shrieked. There was a wild frenzy of shouts when they saw that a fierce battle was unfolding before them.

‘What if the terrifying snake harms little Krishna, our beloved cowherd?’ they asked each other in anxious voices.

Krishna’s brother, Balarama, who was also present, just smiled and said reassuringly, ‘Nothing will happen to our Krishna. Don’t worry about that.’

The boy and the serpent clashed for hours and hours underwater. It was a terrible scene as they twisted and turned and splashed, fighting in the poisonous pond. ‘Enough!’ Krishna finally exclaimed. In an instant, he took a giant leap and landed on one of the serpent’s heads.

He was no longer a young boy.

Krishna had changed his form and now stood on the serpent with the weight of the entire universe! Bit by bit, he made himself so heavy that the serpent choked and spluttered as he thrashed his massive tail in the water. Krishna laughed and broke into dance on Kaliya’s heads. The amazed onlookers clapped their hands joyfully.



The serpent’s many wives, who also lived in the pool, surged out of the water. They fell at Krishna’s feet and wailed, ‘O Lord, please let Kaliya go. He made a terrible mistake. He should have never harmed you or your friends.’

Krishna felt sorry for them and took the weight of his feet off the serpent and let him go.

‘Thank you, my lord. I beg your forgiveness for not recognizing you. How could I have done this? I bow my heads to you in shame,’ Kaliya gasped, bowing his thousand heads.

‘Kaliya,’ Krishna commanded, ‘I order you to leave and live somewhere far away from the Yamuna. Leave my cowherds and my cows in peace.’

‘I will, my lord. I will leave at once, but the king of birds, Garuda, is my sworn enemy. He follows me and attacks me wherever I go. That is why we came here and hid in the Kalindi,’ Kaliya cried, still breathless after the battle.

Krishna smiled and pointed to the mark on Kaliya’s heads. ‘Garuda will see the mark of my feet on your heads and he will not fight with you any more. Go live quietly in peace and do not harm any humans or animals.’

Kaliya agreed. ‘We will worship you all our lives!’ Saying this, Kaliya and his wives laid themselves at Krishna’s feet and then swam away as fast as they could. The river became calm once more.

Krishna turned his attention to the cowherds and cows lying still on the ground. He shut his eyes and whispered something. A fragrant breeze swept past, and one by one, all the cowherds came to life and sat up. The cows too stood up and began munching happily on the grass.

The young boys could not remember anything, and one of them asked, ‘What happened to us?’ But Krishna just smiled and played his flute. An atmosphere of merriment pervaded, and they all danced and sang as the Yamuna rushed past, its water sparkling clean and fresh once more.







Garuda

The Bird with the 
Golden Wings

Thousands of years ago, there lived two sisters called Kadru and Vinata. They were devoted to the revered Sage Kashyapa and tended to him for several years. Acknowledging their loyalty and love towards him, the sage granted a boon each to the two sisters. Kadru asked for a thousand naga sons, and Vinata wished for two sons who would be more powerful than her sister’s thousand sons.

In time, the boon came into effect. Kadru laid a 
 thousand eggs and Vinata only two. The two sisters put the eggs safely in a warm pot and waited for them to hatch. They waited and waited.

Five hundred years passed, and one day, Kadru heard a faint sound from the pot. She opened it and, to her joy, found that the eggs had hatched into a thousand snakes of different kinds! Her heart was filled with pride and utmost pleasure.

But Vinata was disheartened that her sister had had a thousand sons, while she had none! She waited and waited. And like this, many years went by until Vinata’s patience broke. Finally, she couldn’t wait any longer and broke one of the eggs. She was really surprised to see a half-formed child emerge out of the broken egg. Enraged at his mother for not being patient enough, Aruna fumed, ‘I curse you. You will become the slave of your sister Kadru.’

Vinata began sobbing. What had she done other than merely nudge her child awake before he was ready to be born? She let out a howl of anguish. Seeing his mother in despair, Aruna regretted what he had said and decided to find a way around the curse.

‘Mother! Wait patiently for your second egg to hatch. A son with exceptional powers will be born. He will free you of this curse,’ Aruna said and flew off into the sky.

Vinata calmed down and waited patiently. She looked at the egg often but did not dare touch it. And so, she waited and waited. Five hundred years passed, and one day, she heard a loud crack! Vinata rushed towards the pot and what she saw held her spellbound.

The egg broke and out came Garuda, a beautiful, giant bird. He soared high in the sky. Everyone looked up to admire this fascinating bird with wings that were almost as brilliantly golden as the sun. As he spread them, the sky was ablaze with his golden glow that shrouded even the gods in the heavens!

The gods peered down disapprovingly. They asked the bird to dim his brilliance. Garuda did not have pride, and so, he agreed. In turn, the gods blessed him.

As Garuda grew up, he realized that his mother was treated horribly by her sister and her thousand naga sons. This made him extremely unhappy.

‘Why are you her slave, Mother?’ Garuda asked Vinata one day, unable to see her being tortured. ‘Why do you have to run around doing nagas order? Why don’t you just say no!’



Vinata then told him about his brother, Aruna, how he was born and the curse that had followed. ‘Only you can rescue me from Kadru’s clutches, my son,’ she finished.

On hearing this, Garuda became determined to help his mother. He went to his aunt Kadru at once. ‘Aunt, I will do whatever you want me to do,’ he pleaded, bowing his head. ‘Anything! But set my mother free.’

Now, Kadru was a terribly cunning woman. In fact, she had tricked her sister into becoming a slave in the first place. It wasn’t chance, but by cheating. As the story goes, the two sisters had sometime in the past placed a bet on the colour of a horse’s tail. Vinata had noted that it was white—which was correct—but Kadru had quickly sent her thousand serpent sons to cling to the tail of the horse to make it look black. Thus, Vinata lost the bet and became Kadru’s slave, as predicted by Aruna years ago.

Kadru smiled. ‘Hmm . . .’ she started. ‘Garuda, if you fetch me the nectar of immortality from the abode of the gods, I will set your mother free.’ Behind her, her greedy serpent sons agreed and nodded slowly.

‘It’s difficult . . . almost impossible. But I will do it,’ Garuda said, determined. He then went to his mother and explained to her that he was going to perform this dangerous task for her freedom. Vinata’s heart was filled with immense joy and pride. She said, ‘My son, your head will be protected by Agni. Your wings will be kept safe by Vayu, while the sun and the moon will protect the rest of your body. Go to Devaloka; my blessings are with you.’

With this, Garuda opened his golden wings and took to the skies. Flying at the speed of the wind over mountains and lakes, he rose higher and higher. He passed through grand pillars of mist and entered Devaloka. No one could see him at first, as his flapping wings created a cloud of dust. Suddenly, Lord Vishwakarma, the architect god, spotted him. He brought out his weapons, but as soon as he tried to attack Garuda, the bird hurled him to the ground with his powerful wings and attacked him with his razor-sharp beak. Once Vishwakarma was out of the way, Garuda flew to the spot where the pot of amrit was kept.

He stopped and stared at it in astonishment. Two large wheels with lethal blades were rotating around it. Anyone who came near the pot would be chopped into tiny pieces. And below the wheels were two monstrous serpents with glowing red eyes that never shut. Their long, protruding tongues flashed a circle of fire and fumes of poison as the serpents turned their heads. It was a frightening sight, but Garuda was fearless. He flapped his wings and raised a torrent of dust so that the snakes could not see him. He swooped down and attacked one of them with his beak, piercing a hole in its body. Then in the blink of an eye, Garuda, the giant bird, turned himself into a tiny creature and flew right through this hole. From there, he reached the secret place where the pot of nectar was kept. He swiftly went down and lifted it with his robust beak. Then, as he returned to his original form and stretched out his wings, the wheel burst into splinters and he took flight. Shielding the pot of amrit with his wings, Garuda went down to the earth.

Lord Vishnu, who had been watching Garuda’s amazing feat, was highly impressed. He appeared before him and said, ‘What you did was fascinating. Choose any boon, Garuda.’

Garuda bowed low. ‘I wishto become your vehicle, my lord, and also . . . if I could become immortal but without tasting the amrit.’ Lord Vishnu smiled and granted both his wishes.

Meanwhile, Lord Indra was fuming with anger because the pot of nectar had been stolen from the gods. Irately, he rushed through the clouds and struck Garuda with his celestial weapon, the Vajrayudha (thunderbolt). But Garuda was unharmed and he kept flying. Indra was amazed, for no one had survived the Vajrayudha! He decided it was better to be friends with this mighty creature. And so, he asked the bird why he wanted to steal such a powerful element from the gods.



Garuda sighed. ‘I am taking this nectar in exchange for my mother’s freedom. You see, my aunt Kadru and her naga sons deceived and cheated my mother and made her their slave. She will be freed only if I give Kadru this pot of nectar. But, Lord Indra, you may seize it back from them,’ he said with total contempt for the nagas.

‘Hmm . . .’ Indra was busy thinking of a clever plan. After a brief pause, he said, ‘Take this pot of nectar to Earth. I will make sure the demons don’t get it. You fly off now.’

And so, Garuda took to the sky. As soon as he returned home, he called Kadru and her naga sons and said, ‘Here is the pot of amrit you had asked me to get from Devaloka. Now you must free my mother from slavery.’ Looking around, he added, ‘I will keep this pot on the grass, but first you have to go and bathe. The nectar is meant for the gods and you must not taste it until you are clean.’

The nagas quickly crawled to the nearest river and bathed. They were thrilled that they were soon going to possess the gift of immortality.

Meanwhile, Indra set his plan in motion. He quietly came to the earth and grabbed the pot of nectar. As he carried the precious nectar back to his abode, he looked down at the nagas and laughed loudly.

When the nagas came back, they saw that the pot of nectar was nowhere to be seen. But a few drops of nectar had spilled on to the grass when Indra had picked up the pot. So the angry and agitated nagas began to lick the grass with their long tongues as they crawled about searching for the nectar. The sharp blades of grass sliced their tongues. From that day on, serpents have always had forked tongues.

Garuda watched them from far, pleased that he had finally freed his mother. He had become immortal and the chosen vehicle of Lord Vishnu. With his massive golden wings and his proud, gleaming head, Garuda became a sacred bird.





Narasimha

The Menacing Half-Man, 
Half-Lion

Why did Lord Vishnu take the form of a fantastic but fearsome half-man, half-lion creature? Why did he change himself into this supreme lion with curved tusks and fiery eyes?

Because he wanted to kill a rakshasa whom nobody else could kill.

A long time ago, there was a man named Hiranyakashipu, who was a wicked demon king and a cruel father. He hated Lord Vishnu, as his elder brother was killed at the hands of Varaha, the third avatar of Vishnu. But Hiranyakashipu hated his son Prahlada even more because this clever and kind boy worshipped Lord Vishnu with all his heart.

Hiranyakashipu had prayed to Lord Brahma for hundreds of years, who had eventually granted him a boon that ensured that no man nor animal could kill him. Hiranyakashipu could not be killed during the day or the night, inside a house or outside it, in water or in air; even a weapon couldn’t slay him. He had made sure that he was indeed unbeatable!

‘I am invincible,’ he announced to the world and laughed arrogantly.

Glaring at his son, he shouted, ‘No man can kill me now. If only you would worship me and forget about Lord Vishnu. I am a god! Can’t you see how great I am, you stupid fool? Pray to me. Bow your head before my feet instead of Vishnu’s.’

But his son continued to pray to Lord Vishnu day and night. His father’s cruel words had no effect on his devotion. This only made Hiranyakashipu go mad with rage! He tried very hard to change his son’s mind and make him loathe Lord Vishnu as much as he did.

One day, Hiranyakashipu sent his son away to live with and study under a special teacher who would force Prahlada to alter his thinking. What happened instead was that Prahlada, a gentle and intelligent boy, not only changed his teacher’s mind but also turned his entire family into worshippers of Vishnu.

With this, Hiranyakashipu became even more furious and roared, ‘I am not going to tolerate this. You are no son of mine. Get away from my sight.’ He ordered that his son be thrown in front of a mad elephant and get trampled to death.

But even when the elephant was brought and was about to step on Prahlada, the boy was not afraid and continued praying to Lord Vishnu. The elephant charged at the boy, but he missed and his huge tusks just sank harmlessly into the earth.

Hiranyakashipu hammered Prahlada’s head against the wall with wrath. ‘How dare you live! I am going to throw you into a den of poisonous snakes. That will be your end, you obstinate boy!’

But as usual, Prahlada just sat still and prayed. When the guards pushed him into a pitch-black den filled with snakes, he did not show even an iota of fear. The snakes slithered all over him and a few even bit him, digging their fangs into him, but nothing happened to Prahlada. The snakes were harmless since their fangs were all miraculously broken!



The evil Hiranyakashipu did not know what to do with his son. He paced the palace in exasperation. How was he going to make him stop worshipping Lord Vishnu? How could he get rid of his spiteful son?

He carried out a number of terrible and wicked plots, but nothing seemed to work. His son always came out alive with not even a mark on his body. How is this possible? he thought to himself day and night.

After careful planning, he ordered that a bonfire be built in the palace courtyard. Then he told his sister, Holika, who had a special cloak that protected her from fire, to sit on the burning logs with Prahlada in her lap! He watched his son with glee, his mad eyes as red as the blazing fire. ‘This is your end. Nothing can save you now.’

But Prahlada just sat coolly on his aunt’s lap in the middle of the flames, chanting Lord Vishnu’s name. The fire burnt furiously all around him. As it intensified with a sudden gust of wind, the cloak shifted from Holika’s body and she perished. Hiranyakashipu was baffled! He screamed angrily.

When he turned his attention to Prahlada, he saw that the orange flames had started licking the boy, but he didn’t even flinch! The burning wood, the smoke and the scorching heat did not seem to touch him at all. To Prahlada the flames were as soothing as a spray of cool water on his skin.

Suddenly, a ghost emerged from the fire and tried to kill Prahlada, but out of nowhere came Lord Vishnu’s Sudarshan Chakra—the whirling disc-like weapon— and cut the ghost into pieces! Prahlada rejoiced and chanted Lord Vishnu’s name over and over again to thank him, until his father could not bear it.

‘Where is your Lord Vishnu? Show me your great Lord Vishnu! I cannot see him. Is he here?’ Hiranyakashipu’s loud voice boomed across the palace as he kicked a pillar.

‘Lord Vishnu is everywhere,’ Prahlada replied calmly.

Just then, a clap of thunder crashed in the sky and the entire palace trembled. Dust rose in the air and a strange rumbling sound could be heard beneath their feet. Everyone ran around in terror. Only Prahlada unafraid in front of the shaking pillar. ‘Lord Vishnu is everywhere,’ he repeated in a soft voice.

With an earth-shattering noise, the pillar broke and out came an amazing creature. No one had ever seen anything like this, and they all gaped in wonder and awe. ‘What is this? Who is this?’ they asked each other. But then they quickly took a few steps back in fear.

Shimmering in a pool of golden light, a half-man, half-lion creature towered before them all. His eyes blazed like burning circles of fire and his wide mouth let out smoke. His lashing tongue was like a sharp sword and he had two curved tusks protruding like daggers from his mouth. His formidable long-maned lion face gleamed like fire, and the claws on his big paws were sharp and pointed like arrows. Every onlooker trembled with fear, but Prahlada was not afraid. He knew this was Lord Vishnu as Narasimha.

Hiranyakashipu was initially taken aback, but then he quickly recovered and charged at the creature. He was confident that no harm could come to him. ‘I am invincible. I am the greatest. I have the boon!’ he roared and leapt forward.

All of a sudden, there was an ear-piercing sound. The half-man, half-lion creature caught hold of the demon king with his hefty paws. He pushed him over his thighs and gave such a loud roar that the walls of the palace shivered. The spectators ran fearfully in all directions.



As he bled, Hiranyakashipu knew that his end had come. Just as Narasimha tore open his chest with his claws, all his pride ebbed away. He realized this was Lord Vishnu himself who had come in this form to kill him. He remembered his boon, but he knew it would not work. His death was going to be by the hands of a creature that was neither man nor animal. He was going to be slain at twilight, which was neither night nor day. He was going to be killed near a pillar that was neither inside nor outside, neither in water nor in air.

Narasimha roared once again and thrashed his mighty paws about. He swiftly put an end to the demon king by tearing his heart out.

Then he blessed Prahlada and disappeared. Prahlada bowed his head in gratitude as he knew Lord Vishnu would live in his heart forever.

A shower of flowers fell from the heavens and the sound of trumpets resounded everywhere.





Maricha

The Magician Demon

When Maricha howled, all the creatures of the forest shivered with fear. Maricha was no ordinary demon. His mother was the demoness Tataka, who everyone said had the strength of a thousand elephants. You can imagine how strong she was!

From a young age, Maricha had learnt the tactics of war, but he did not become a great warrior. So he loved to pick on innocent people and trouble them. His favourite pastime was to torment the unsuspecting sages who lived in the forest.

However, when his attacks became really too much to bear, Sage Vishvamitra went to Ayodhya and requested King Dasharatha for help.

‘My king! Maricha has become a pain to everyone living in the forest. Please allow me to take your brave sons Rama and Lakshmana to the forest. Only they will be able to get rid of this terrible rakshasa.’

The king agreed, and so, the young princes went with Sage Vishvamitra. Though Rama and Lakshmana were just young boys, they were not at all afraid of this demon. In fact, they were looking forward to a good fight with him, for they were well versed in martial arts and weaponry.

In the forest, Maricha appeared at dawn and, as usual, began throwing litter in the sacred fire of the yagna the sages were performing. He pointed at them and howled with laughter, following which he uprooted trees and hit the sages.

From a distance, Rama watched him and the chaos the demon had caused. He then pulled out an arrow and took aim. But the demon was smart. As soon as Maricha heard the fierce twang of Rama’s bow and saw the arrow flying towards him, he turned around and fled. He ran away as fast as his chubby legs could take him and stopped only when he reached a remote seashore. The sages rejoiced! They were happy to have got rid of the unruly giant and blessed Rama and his younger brother Lakshmana.

But that was not the end of Maricha. For he was also a clever magician.

Many years went by. Rama, Lakshmana and Sita were now living in a hut in the forest of Dandaka. King Dasharatha had banished them to the forest for fourteen years because he had promised his queen Kaikeyi that her son Bharat would be the king of Ayodhya, and not Kausalya’s Rama. And so, the three had made home in the forest.

One day, a strange but beautiful woman came to their hut in the woods and approached Rama. ‘O handsome one! Marry me, I beg you,’ she said in a shrill voice.

Rama rejected her advances, saying he was already married to Sita, but she wouldn’t leave. She then tried to attack Sita, and Lakshmana lost his temper. He picked up his sword and cut the woman’s nose off.

Without warning, the woman turned into a giant rakshasi with wild hair and poisonous fangs. ‘I will take revenge for what you have done to me,’ she screamed and screeched as she flew away into the sky.



Rama and Lakshmana did not know that this demoness was Shurpanakha, the sister of the greatest demon of all—Ravana. Wailing, she went to her brother and complained. As soon as he heard how Rama and Lakshmana had treated his sister, he flew into a terrible rage. All his ten heads shook with fury as he roared, ‘How dare these two men attack my own sister! I am Ravana, the most powerful king in the world. I will show them how powerful I am. I will send my army to kill them.’

Shurpanakha wiped the blood off her face and cried. ‘Better to kidnap Rama’s wife, Sita. That will teach them a lesson, and at the same time, you will get a new queen.’

‘Good idea, sister.’ Ravana sent for his golden flying chariot at once. ‘I will go to my uncle Maricha right away and tell him about this.’

Yes, the two were related! Maricha did not like this nephew of his much, but he listened to him quietly out of fear.

His evil eyes glittering with malice, Ravana said, ‘I have a plan, dear uncle! I am going to kidnap Sita, and you have to come with me.’

‘Dear nephew,’ Maricha began, ‘listen to me with an open mind. What you are going to do is wrong. Sita is dear to all . . . Let us not perform this evil deed. All this kidnapping business! Revenge will be swift, but I can see it ending terribly for all of us.’ Maricha had not forgotten the fierce twang of Rama’s bow from years ago, and how it had made him terribly frightened. He knew Rama was no ordinary warrior.

Ravana thundered, ‘Listen to me. You will do as I say or I will kill you this very minute. Now choose!’

Maricha sighed and nodded. He had agreed because he knew it was better for him to die at the hands of Rama than by Ravana. ‘Good. The plan is that we will fly to the forest where Rama and Sita reside. You will turn yourself into a golden deer with gleaming silver spots.’ Ravana laughed excitedly, clapping his hands. ‘Then you will dance and prance near their hut so that Sita notices you. She will be so fascinated by the golden deer that she will certainly ask Rama to catch this deer for her.’

Maricha nodded helplessly and got into the flying chariot with Ravana. Soon, they landed and hid in a corner not very far from the hut where where Rama, Sita and Lakshmana lived. Then Maricha the demon magician turned himself into a golden deer and hopped here and there.



This deer was the most beautiful creature anyone had ever seen. It was bathed in striking hues. It had blue horns that sparkled and a rainbow-coloured tail.

As per the plan, the magical deer inched closer to Sita and then swiftly ran away.

‘Oh! What a beautiful deer. Please catch it for me, my lord,’ Sita said as soon as she spotted the golden deer.

‘It seems a little strange . . .’ Rama mumbled to himself. He was suspicious of the golden deer as he had noticed the other deer grazing in the forest running away from it.

Even Lakshmana did not like the deer, but Sita kept begging Rama to catch it. Maricha the demon had made sure to cast a magic spell on Sita, and it was working. She began to cry for the deer like a child.

Looking at Sita’s state, Rama finally agreed to catch the animal for her. He left his brother Lakshmana to guard Sita, saying, ‘You stay here while I go into the forest after the deer.’ Then he looked at the two and added, ‘Don’t leave the hut.’ He ran into the woods.

The golden deer ran ahead swiftly and then hid behind trees. It appeared again and began running—a trick to take Rama deeper and deeper into the forest. Now in the thick of the woods, the trees grew dense, and in the shimmering green light, the deer looked even more unreal.

Rama was now certain that this was no ordinary deer and he would not be able to catch it. So finally, he shot an arrow. As soon as the arrow hit the deer, it screamed out, ‘Lakshmana’, imitating Rama’s voice.

Then Maricha fell down as he turned into his real self. ‘I thank you, my lord, for killing me,’ he whispered to Rama. ‘I was a servant in Vaikuntha, the abode of Vishnu, in my previous life and was cursed to be reborn as a rakshasa because of my misdeeds. I was told that if I died by your hands, I could return to Vaikuntha once more.’

Though he had been released from the curse by Rama’s arrow, Maricha had followed Ravana’s plan and lured Lakshmana into the forest. And when Sita was left alone, the demon king flew down in his chariot and took her away to his kingdom in Lanka. Then, as we all know, a great and terrible battle began, which ended with Rama killing Ravana and rescuing Sita.

Living beyond the clouds in Vaikuntha, Maricha forever regretted the actions he had performed during the last moments of his life.





Jatayu

The Wise and Noble Bird

The sun appeared like a shimmering ball of fire. Its golden rays lit up all the trees of the forest, made the river sparkle and touched the mountain peaks gloriously. In this beautiful setting, two young birds with huge wings and glossy brown feathers sat on a branch of a tree and looked at the stupendous sun.

‘How far away do you think the sun is?’ Sampati asked.

His brother, Jatayu, squinted his eyes and replied, ‘Looks very far to me.’

‘Pfft . . . I don’t think it’s that far. I could easily fly there and back in one hour,’ Sampati boasted.

‘I don’t think you can, brother. Look how high the sun hangs in the sky!’ Jatayu said, laughing.

He was used to his brother’s tall stories. Sampati was a kind soul and Jatayu loved him, and so, he did not mind his boasting once in a while. The two brothers were also the greatest of friends. They played in the forest all day, flying over treetops and chasing each other through the clouds. Their wings were colossal and their beaks so powerful that all the other creatures in the forest admired them greatly.

Born to Shyeni and Aruna, who was Brahma’s great-grandson, Jatayu and Sampati were no ordinary eagles. They had descended from a long line of kings.

Sampati continued staring at the sun. He lifted his head, flapped his wings and declared, ‘I think I will have to show you how swiftly I can fly! Come, brother, I will race you to the sun!’

Jatayu looked at him and said, ‘No, I don’t really wantto fly such a long distancetoday, brother. I am quite happy sitting here on the peepul tree and watching the sun from afar.’ Hoping to distract Sampati, he said, ‘Oh! Why don’t we go and look for ripe berries on this tree?’

But Sampati could not be distracted today. The more adventurous of the two brothers, he kept urging Jatayu to race him to the sun. Finally, Jatayu gave in and agreed. ‘Okay, let’s do as you say, brother!’ he said. The tree shook as they took off in the air while the other birds of the forest watched in awe.

The brothers flew swiftly, their wings making a loud whirring sound like a ship sailing on the sea. Soon, they left the forest far behind and flew over the vast ocean and high snow-covered mountains. Higher and higher they flew. The winds rushed against their heads, ruffling their feathers. They beat their wings faster and faster! The earth seemed so far below, and all they could see now was a layer of mist. The sun shone like a silver disc.

Gliding and fluttering, soon Jatayu was ahead of Sampati, and before he knew it, he had entered the orbit of the sun. It was like entering a ring of a whopping, blistering fire. Jatayu could not see anything but a vast, molten sea of golden light all around him. It was blinding! And the heat was unbearable!

Jatayu’s wings began to burn. He couldn’t turn back, for the sun’s rays were too overwhelming. He shut his eyes since he thought he would die, but just then, Sampati appeared and spread his wings to protect him from the sun’s fierce rays. They flew together as Sampati hovered over Jatayu with his wings outstretched. Jatayu could feel his wings cooling down.

‘Thank you, dear brother. You saved my life!’ Jatayu said, but there was no answer. He opened his eyes and looked around.

While protecting his brother, Sampati’s wings had been burnt completely, and he had hurtled down all the way to the earth. Jatayu cried. He flew in every direction but could not spot his brother anywhere. He wandered for years and years, searching the forests and the oceans and the mountains, but Sampati was nowhere to be found.

And time passed.

The bird grew old and feeble and spent his days perched on a tree in the forest, thinking about his brave brother and how he had saved his life by sacrificing his own. He thanked him in his heart over and over again.

One day, Jatayu heard a familiar loud whirring sound. He looked up and saw a golden chariot flying overhead. A beautiful girl was leaning out, crying for help. He knew this was Sita, for he had seen her with her husband, Rama, in this forest weeks ago.

Jatayu took a deep breath and spread his wings out. Though he was an aged bird now, he still had the courage of a great warrior. He rose up and attacked the chariot. A startled Ravana turned around. ‘Who dares to attack me!’ he shouted, but when he saw the old bird, he let out a laugh. ‘Oh, old man, you want to fight, do you? Get ready to die, you old fool!’ Ravana roared and lashed out at Jatayu.

The brave bird swooped down on Ravana’s back and tore out a chunk of flesh with his talons. He tried to wrench Ravana’s arms, but as soon as he pulled one out, a new one grew in its place!

In a jiffy, Ravana took out his massive sword and cut off the bird’s wings. Jatayu fell helplessly to the ground and couldn’t move. Seeing this, Sita began to cry. ‘O you brave king of eagles, you tried so hard to save me.’ Making haste, Ravana turned the chariot higher up in the sky, and they were lost in the clouds.

Jatayu lay on the ground, gasping for breath. He knew he had to wait for Rama and Lakshmana and live on to tell them what had happened. A day passed. The poor bird was getting weaker, but he waited. ‘I must tell them that Ravana has abducted Sita,’ he kept repeating to himself, praying for a few more days of life.



Finally, one day, Rama and Lakshmana, searching for Sita all over the forest, came to where Jatayu was lying on the ground.

‘Who did this to you, noble bird?’ Rama asked.

‘R-Ravana has abducted Sita. I tried my best to save her, but the rakshasa cut my wings off. I have been waiting here to tell you this. His chariot went in the southern direction. Go save her, my lord. I was clinging to life only to tell you this. Please bless me and let me die now . . .’

Rama bowed his head as tears flowed from his eyes. ‘You are a great warrior. You are the king of eagles. I thank you with all my heart for trying to save Sita. I will avenge this. Your death will not go in vain,’ he whispered to the giant bird.

Jatayu opened his eyes for the last time. He said in a soft voice, ‘No harm will come to Sita. You will rescue her and defeat Ravana. I am certain.’ The wise and noble Jatayu then laid his head on Rama’s lap and passed away.

Rama and Lakshmana chanted a prayer. They knew Jatayu’s spirit would soon stretch his majestic wings and soar to the heavens.







Kabandha

The One-Eyed Demon

It was a dark, stormy night in the forest. The trees stood tall as their twisted and charred arms swayed to the rhythm of the howling winds. Suddenly, a freakish figure emerged from the shadows. Kabandha was out hunting!

Demons are usually ugly, but Kabandha was the ugliest one in the world. Kabandha had only one glittering eye that was set in the middle of his belly, but even with one eye, he could spot his prey from a long distance. He had no head and no legs. All you could see of him was one large, gaping mouth armed with frighteningly sharp teeth. When he chewed, the sounds cut through the air like a rusty chainsaw: bruurrr . . . brum . . . brrrrrrrrr.

How did this ugly giant move, you wonder? Pointed hairs all over his body, he walked in a funny, lopsided manner like a jumbo spider. But even a spider looked more graceful than Kabandha as he crawled in the dark forest, looking for something to eat. He was always hungry! He’d grubbily gobble up any plant or animal that came into view. Brrrrrrr . . .

Kabandha had not always looked like this. Once upon a time, he had been a handsome gandharva, a heavenly deity who was a skilled singer, and he lived in a beautiful palace in the clouds. His father was the king of gandharvas, and Kabandha was known as Visvavasu.

All was good until Visvavasu got the boon of eternal life from Lord Brahma, and the prince became proud and arrogant.

‘I am the greatest creature alive!’ he boasted to everyone.

And all he would do was roam around in the heavens, picking quarrels with all the gods because he presumptuously believed that no one could kill him. We all know the saying ‘pride comes before a fall’, but it seems like the high-handed prince had not heard of it.

One day, as Visvavasu was strutting about, pushing and hitting everyone who came in his way, he made the mistake of attacking Lord Indra—something no one had dared to do before!

In one swift blow, an angry Indra cut Visvavasu’s head and legs off with his mighty weapon, the Vajrayudha. As he crawled helplessly on the ground on his hands, Visvavasu begged Indra to forgive him and let him live. He was now repenting all the bad deeds he had carried out and how he had treated people.

Hearing his pleas, Indra thought hard, but he knew about Visvavasu’s evilness. He shook his head and angrily announced the fate of the despicable creature: ‘From now on, you will be a one-eyed demon with a mouth on your monstrous belly and eight-mile-long arms. You will be called Kabandha, the headless trunk.’

‘Forever?’ Visvavasu asked, tears brimming in his eye.

‘Once you have repented long enough, Kabandha, two noble and courageous souls will release this terrible curse,’ Indra declared and vanished.



Hundreds of years passed, and things took a turn the night Kabandha was out hunting in the forest and unexpectedly saw two young men.

Utterly surprised, he blinked several times. Not many humans came to this part of the forest, for it was rather dark and secluded. Tigers and leopards hid in the shadows, while bears lurked in caves and giant snakes holed up in tree hollows. Only a handful of sages were fearless enough to live here.

Who are these two young men? Kabandha thought as he slowly crept towards them. He decided he would catch them for his evening meal. With the thought of food coming his way, his wide-open mouth began salivating, his teeth grinding and chattering in anticipation.

As they walked ahead, Rama and Lakshmana, the young princes of Ayodhya, looked up and noticed a strange creature crawling towards them. He was as big as a mountain and dark as a black cloud. The one eye on his stomach gleamed like a yellow flame. As he came closer, he thrust his tongue out of his mouth, snarling like a ferocious animal. He gave off an atrocious smell, like that of rotting flesh.

Though Rama and Lakshmana were the bravest of all young men, they were horrified to see this rakshasa. They took a few steps back, but the creature’s long arms shot out and caught them.

‘Aha! You two humans will make for a tasty meal,’ shouted the demon, his voice resounding through the woods like a bolt of thunder.

Kabandha clutched Rama in his right hand and Lakshmana in his left, and began shaking them.

The young princes knew they had to do something quickly before the beast swallowed them whole. Signalling to each other, they drew out their swords with their free hands. In an instant, Rama cut off Kabandha’s right arm, and at the same time, Lakshmana cut off his left.

As the demon fell to the ground, his former life as a gandharva prince flashed before him. He realized at once that Rama and Lakshmana were the noble, courageous souls who would set him free. These two princes would at last end his long, terrible life as Kabandha, the headless trunk.

Tears streamed from his eye as he narrated his story to Rama and Lakshmana. ‘I was once a foolish and proud gandharva who made the mighty Indra angry. And he sentenced me to live as this headless demon for hundreds of years. You have come and set me free, my lords,’ the demon sobbed and gave up his life.



Rama and Lakshmana looked at Kabandha. They were exhausted from walking in the forest, looking for Sita, who had been kidnapped by Ravana, the evil king of Lanka, that very day.

Rama said, ‘The day has been long and terrible, but we must give this poor creature a proper funeral before setting out to search for Sita once more.’

Lakshmana nodded and said, ‘I agree, brother.’

The two quickly set about giving the headless rakshasa a funeral, complete with chanting and prayers.

As they lit the funeral pyre, they saw a handsome young man rise up towards the sky. Visvavasu was his former self again! He was elated to have been set free from the curse. He hovered in the air for a few minutes and bowed to Rama and Lakshmana.

Pointing to the path they should take through the forestto find Sita, hesaid, ‘Go to themonkey king, Sugriva. He will help you.’ And then, he quietly disappeared.

As he went up, the former demon looked down at the forest where he had lived for hundreds of years.

Visvavasu was thankful that the ugly demon Kabandha had finally gone, and so had his pride and arrogance.





Jambavana

The Wisest Bear 
in the World

When anyone asked Jambavana, the noble king of bears, his age, he would shut his eyes and think.

‘I was there when the universe was just forming.’ Jambavana would start by saying this. ‘I was there when the magnificent churning of the ocean took place. In fact, I was the one who gathered all the medicinal herbs and threw them one by one into the churning sea.’ He would smile and then continue, ‘Let’s see . . . I was present when Vamana, one of Lord Vishnu’s avatars, took three rounds of the three worlds in just three giant steps. Ah! I have even seen the golden glory of the blue-skinned Lord Krishna and heard him play his magical flute. Now that I am old, I wait here in this quiet, lonely place to serve Lord Rama.’

Jambavana was blessed from the day he was born, when Lord Brahma had yawned one morning and from his breath, this mighty bear had been created. When the king of bears was young, he was said to have had the strength of ten thousand lions. He was the strongest bear of all. In fact, he had made rounds of the earth at lightning speed several times. But now, hundreds of centuries had passed, and all the great bear did was live quietly in the forest and think about all the wonderful things he had seen in his long, long life.

One day, he looked far out to the seashore and noticed that all the monkeys and bears were running about, making a lot of noise. He knew why they were so agitated. The king of monkeys, Sugriva, in whose army Jambavana once served as a general, had told him that Rama, the prince of Ayodhya, was here looking for his wife, Sita.

Sugriva explained that the demon king of Lanka had kidnapped her and taken her away in his golden chariot. They had heard that she was somewhere in Lanka, but no one really knew where exactly she was being held prisoner. Sugriva had promised Rama that his entire army of monkeys and bears would help him rescue Sita.

With folded hands, Hanuman, the cleverest and bravest of all the monkeys, sat at Rama’s feet. He was so keen to serve Lord Rama, but did not know what to do.

Everyone gazed at the vast ocean that lay between them and Ravana’s kingdom.

Who could possibly cross this turbulent ocean? Which of them was strong enough to leap hundreds of feet through the air?

The waters were rough; the waves rose as tall as mountains and crashed down with a thunderous, deafening sound. Everyone gathered there knew that rakshasis guarded this ocean, and so, no one had been able to muster the courage to cross it until now.

As the monkeys racked their brains, their leader Angada asked, ‘Which one of you brave monkeys will leap across the ocean, find Sita and bring her back?’

At first, there was complete silence and the monkey army did not even move. Then a few well-built monkeys stepped forward. They bowed their heads and one of them said, ‘We can jump very high, sir, and even though we are not really sure if we can cross this ocean, we are willing to try. We do not mind dying in the attempt. We want to serve Lord Rama and be loyal soldiers to our noble king.’

Meanwhile, Hanuman stood back quietly, looking out at the ocean. All he could see was an endless expanse of water and no land beyond it. Lanka seemed like a dream! How could any ordinary monkey cross this ocean? It was an impossible task. Whoever tried to leap across would just drown and never be found again. Hanuman sighed. His eyes filled with tears as he whispered to himself, ‘If only I could do something to help rescue Ma Sita.’

All of a sudden, the noble king of bears, Jambavana, appeared and stood next to him.

‘Why do you stand here alone, Hanuman, with such sadness in your eyes?’ he asked in his deep voice.

‘I want to cross this ocean and find Ma Sita. I want to serve my Lord Rama, but I don’t know how to. How can one leap across these unsafe waters? Look at those monstrous waves rising and falling like mad elephants on the run. How will I get across this cruel sea? Nobody can.’ Hanuman sighed, his eyes full of regret.



Jambavana turned and looked at Hanuman. He took a deep breath, patted his back and said, ‘Listen to me, my son. Listen to me very carefully. I have lived a long life and I have seen things that you are not even aware of. Today, I am going to tell you something important.’

Hanuman lifted his head and looked at Jambavana.

With a solemn expression, the old bear said, ‘Hanuman, you are not aware of your great strength because of a curse cast upon you by an angry sage many years ago, when you were young. This curse made you forget everything.

‘You know that your mother, Anjana, was an apsara from the heavens, and your father, Vayu, was the god of wind. But have you forgotten that as a child you stole the very sun because you thought it was a ripe red fruit and you wanted to taste it?’ Jambavana’s eyes crinkled as he smiled.

He continued, ‘Do you know the great Lord Indra threw his thunderbolt at you, but your father saved you? Furious at Indra, he stopped the winds from blowing. Soon, every living creature on Earth gasped for breath, and finally, when Indra asked Vayu for forgiveness, he blessed you with eternal life. Brahma gave you a boon too and made you invincible. With Varuna’s blessing, water cannot harm you. With Agni’s boon, fire cannot burn you. And your father, Vayu, made you faster than the wind!’

Hanuman looked at the wise bear with astonished eyes.

Jambavana slowly nodded and patted Hanuman. ‘Look within your heart, son of Vayu, and you will find that you are not an ordinary monkey but a unique creature with more strength, wisdom and courage than anyone of your kind. I am as old as the ancient hills and I have seen a number of great warriors, but you, Hanuman, will be the greatest amongst them.’

As Hanuman heard the old bear speak, something stirred his mind, something he had long forgotten. Jambavana’s words were like magic, and they seemed to take him to a faraway place where he was once a monkey with amazing power and strength. Hanuman veins and his eyes sparkled with a new-found energy. He could feel his arms and legs becoming stronger.



Hanuman began to grow bigger and taller, and soon he stood as high as a hill. Jambavana had cast away all his doubts and brought out his true, great self. The monkeys and bears gathered on the seashore watched him in awe.

Smiling down at his friends, he said, ‘Noble Jambavana, now that you have shown me the way, this ocean seems like a pond to me. I will cross it and rescue Ma Sita.’

As all the monkeys and bears cheered him on, Hanuman bowed his head to Rama. Then he climbed atop a nearby hill and took a flying leap. He shot across the ocean like an arrow, and within seconds, he was out of sight.

Worried, the monkeys asked, ‘Will he return safely?’

Jambavana nodded and said quietly, ‘He will. Do not worry about Hanuman. He now knows who he is. He knows his own immense strength. No harm will ever come to him. He will return safely to us. Hanuman has realized his worth. No need to fear for him.’

And so, Hanuman flew across the ocean, defeated the two demonesses he met on the way and finally reached Lanka. There, he found Sita imprisoned in the garden. He bowed to her and said, ‘We will come to rescue you very soon, Ma Sita.’

He was caught by Ravana’s soldiers, but that was part of Hanuman’s plan, for he had allowed himself to be taken prisoner to play his part in the war. And before they could do him any harm, he set fire to Lanka itself! He then returned to the waiting monkeys and bears, who cheered loudly when they saw him. Hanuman was a hero!

Jambavana sat on a rock far away and watched the warrior return. He smiled. He was pleased to have played his part. At last! It was an important task and only he could have helped Hanuman recall his tremendous powers, for he had lived for ages and eras serving the gods. Now that he had aided Lord Rama and fulfilled his duty, he could rest in peace.

In his mind, which contained several centuries of wisdom, he knew that Rama would defeat Ravana and bring Sita back.

He had seen many great wars, and this was yet another one he would see. Jambavana, the wise old bear, sat and waited quietly.





Vatapi
and Ilvala

The Hungry Demon 
Brothers

In a mammoth cave on top of a high mountain lived two demon brothers, Vatapi and Ilvala. Built with a large domed roof and stone pillars, theirs was no ordinary cave. It was filled with glittering precious stones, like rubies, diamonds and emeralds, but underneath the stones were dried bones! These bones belonged to innocent sages and travellers who had made the mistake of passing by this cave.

But how did these bones land under the rubies, diamonds and emeralds?

Now, Ilvala, who was the older and smarter brother, knew all kinds of magic tricks. He could turn his younger brother, Vatapi, into an animal with one quick spell. Poor Vatapi, who was not too bright, had no choice but to become whichever animal his older brother made him into!

Every evening, the two brothers stepped out of the cave to hunt wild animals for food.

One day, Ilvala said to Vatapi, ‘Brother, I am tired of eating just animals day after day. I would like to eat something new!’

‘We could catch some fish, brother.’

‘Pfft! What rubbish. I don’t want to eat an animal or a bird or a fish. I want more than that!’

Vatapi scratched his head and thought hard. Finally, he said, ‘Um, what about pumpkin? I saw some growing in the forest.’

Ilvala shouted, ‘Shut up before I turn into a goat and eat you up!’

He came to an abrupt pause and began staring at his younger brother intently.

Vatapi squirmed nervously. What was his older brother going to do? What was he going to turn him into now? He was weary of being a frog one day and a lizard on another.

‘I have a great idea. Hah, I am so clever!’ Ilvala exclaimed, clapping his hands.

Vatapi clapped his hands too, though he had no idea what lay in store for him.

‘I am going to turn you into a goat!’ Ilvala declared.

‘Um . . . okay?’ Vatapi muttered. He had been a goat before and did not mind being one again. He liked grazing on the fresh grass on the hillside.

‘I will turn you into a nice, plump goat, and then I will feed you to the next traveller or sage who passes by our cave.’

Vatapi stared at his brother in horror. ‘I don’t want to be cooked and eaten by anyone,’ he cried loudly.

‘Shut up, you babbling fool. I will turn you into a goat, cook you into a delicious dish and feed you to a traveller. Then you wait and see what happens next!’ Ilvala patted himself on the back—which was not an easy thing to do, but he was a demon with long arms and even longer fingers that could reach all the way around his back.

And so, the brothers waited.

Ilvala stood by the mouth of the cave, while poor Vatapi as a large goat with two horns was tied to a nearby tree. When no traveller appeared for a long time, Vatapi began to bleat. ‘Let me loose, brother. I want to take a stroll on the hillside and graze for some time.’

Ilvala replied, ‘Just stay where you are. I can hear someone coming.’

A traveller came up the path soon. He was huffing and puffing, breathless after the long climb up the hill, and stopped short before the cave. It looked like a cool, shady place. He wondered if he could rest there. In the next instant, he spotted Ilvala, who had disguised himself as a plain-looking human.

‘Welcome, brother. You must be tired. You can rest here in our humble home,’ he said in a silky voice.

The traveller nodded. He had been walking all day. He was indeed tired, thirsty and hungry. He took a quick glance at Ilvala’s comfortable cave. It didn’t seem like a bad idea to listen to this kind man.

And so, he went in and sat down.

‘Make yourself comfortable! I was going to make some goat meat curry! Please share my meal with me, my dear guest! There is a lot of joy in sharing,’ Ilvala said with a sweet smile.

The traveller was extremely pleased and he readily agreed, for he was famished and goat meat curry sounded heavenly.

So, Ilvala untied the goat and took it into the kitchen, away from the guest. Remember, it was his brother, Vatapi! Inside the kitchen, he snapped his fingers and the goat was magically cooked into a delicious meal within seconds. He placed the steaming hot dish in front of the traveller. Pushing the plate towards the man, Ilvala flashed a grin and said, ‘Eat, my friend. Eat.’

The innocent traveller was surprised at how quickly the goat had been cooked into this delectable dish, but he was so hungry that he did not want to think too much about anything except the food before him. He started eating and soon finished the plate of meat. Contented, he sat back.

Rubbing his full stomach in gratitude, he said, ‘Thank you, thank you. That was a delicious meal.’

‘No worries, no worries. You should rest now,’ Ilvala replied in a soft voice.

As soon as the traveller shut his eyes, he fell into a deep sleep.



Ilvala quickly turned into a demon and clapped his huge hands, shouting, ‘Vatapi . . . Dear brother . . . Vatapi. Come out!’

With a loud ripping sound, Vatapi came out of the traveller’s stomach. His chopped-up goat body had formed again into his old self—such were his elder brother’s powers!

‘Look, brother! I am not a goat any more,’ Vatapi said, grinning and touching his face.

‘You fool! Don’t you know I have the power to change anything I want? You also have the ability, but you do not possess the brains to use it. Now let us cook this traveller and fill our bellies.’

This way, the two demon brothers would trick all the travellers and sages who went past their abode. They ate up dozens of innocent humans and discarded their bones all over their cave.

This continued for some time until one day, Sage Agastya, who was one of the greatest and wisest of all the sages, happened to walk past. He was so learned and influential that even mountains bowed to him. When the Vindhya mountain range had grown high and started blocking the sun’s rays, the gods asked Sage Agastya for help. So he walked past it, and as the peaks bowed their heads, he told them to remain like this until he returned. He never went back that way, and to this day, the mountains remain low.



Ilvala saw the sage coming down the path and called out to him, ‘Come in and take a breather, respected sage!’

Sage Agastya agreed.

With his powers, he could read the demon’s mind, and he knew at once what his evil plans were, but he was not afraid.

‘Would you like some home-cooked goat meat?’ Ilvala asked politely.

Looking at Ilvala thoughtfully, the sage said, ‘That is rather kind and generous of you. I would be delighted to share your meal.’

‘Here you are, sir,’ Ilvala said, presenting a plate of delectable goat meat curry. ‘Freshly cooked, just for you. We like feeding anyone who passes by our cave.’

‘We? Don’t you live alone? I don’t see anyone else here,’ the sage said, looking around.

‘Yes, yes. I meant my cave! We, my cave and I.’ Ilvala laughed nervously. He did not like the way the old sage was staring at him. His eyes were so sharp and they gleamed with a strange light. Something was not right!

But the rakshasa brushed away the thought. Anyway, he’d kill this old sage as soon as Vatapi burst out from his stomach.

Sage Agastya ate slowly. After he had finished, he sat back and shut his eyes, pretending to take a nap.

Ilvala watched him, and when he was sure the sage was asleep, he called out, ‘Brother Vatapi, come out.’

Nothing happened.

‘Brother Vatapi. Time to come out.’

Still nothing.

‘Come out, you fool,’ Ilvala thundered so loudly that a few stones tumbled down from the top of the hillside.

Sage Agastya opened his eyes. He gave Ilvala a long look.

‘What is the matter? Are you okay? Who are you calling?’

‘Er . . . my brother,’ Ilvala said, sweating profusely. Such a thing had never happened before. Usually Ilvala thought, staring at the sage sitting on the mat before him.

He then realized that this sage was not an ordinary one. Somehow he had digested his brother in a flash, and now Vatapi could never come out of his stomach. Vatapi was lost forever. Ilvala began to cry. He had lost his brother and now he was at the mercy of an old and powerful sage!

‘I tried to play a trick on you, noble sage. Forgive me. I will never do this again,’ he pleaded amidst sobs. ‘I am all alone now. Please bring my brother back to life.’

Sage Agastya looked at the sobbing demon. ‘Fine. I will forgive you if you never do this again to any innocent traveller or sage passing by your cave.’

Ilvala agreed at once and bowed his head. He gave the sage hordes of valuable gifts and a magical chariot with two fine horses.

Soon, a confused Vatapi emerged. Then the two demon brothers ran as fast as they could deep into their cave. Sage Agastya smiled and walked away with all his gifts.





Tataka

The Mighty Demoness 
of Dandaka

The trees were scorched and twisted, and not a sound could be heard in the vast forest. The ground, dry and cracked, was like a tremendous bowl of dust and sand. The air was still, and a foul smell enveloped the entire area like a filthy cloud of smog. The sun, the moon, the clouds or the wind, no one dared traverse through this forest.



The forest of Dandaka was once a lush green fertile land where towering trees with fruits and flowers grew. All kinds of birds and animals lived here, and the woods were perfumed with the scent of wild flowers and herbs.

But one day, everything changed and the forest became a desert, where nothing flourished. There was only dust and torrid heat. Because a fierce demoness named Tataka had come to live here. She was the daughter of a yaksha, a spirit of nature, but she had been cursed by the great sage Agastya and turned into a rakshasi. And so, she came to this beautiful and serene forest but destroyed it and made it into a barren land.

With gleaming red eyes, yellow fangs and wild, matted hair, Tataka was not a sight to behold. With the might of a thousand elephants, her ferocious arms could uproot trees like it was child’s play. She prowled the woods in search of prey all day, thrashing her long, hairy arms madly as her petrifying shrill voice filled the air. She had to go to the remotest corners of the forest to find food since she had devoured all the near her cave.

Tataka was a cruel, wicked creature and loved tormenting the sages who lived in an ashram on the edge of this dark, arid forest. She would throw sand into the sacred fire, screaming loudly and pelting the sages with stones. When the frightened sages ran away, she would roar with laughter and clap her clawed hands with glee.

And like this, many years passed.

One day, Rama and Lakshmana along with Sage Vishvamitra marched proudly into the forest, with bows and arrows over their shoulders and swords tied to their waists. The two princes of Ayodhya had been trained in warfare for years now by the best teachers in the kingdom. This was their first adventure outside the gurukul, and their eyes shone with courage and eagerness for battle, for Sage Vishvamitra had especially requested for their help from their father, King Dasharatha.

At first, the king was reluctant to send his young sons into the forest to fi ght a yakshini, but Sage Vishvamitra had insisted. The sage was well known for his bad temper and the king was afraid of off ending him and having a curse on his head, but he was also worried about his sons. He knew that Rama and Lakshmana were brave and determined, but they were still so young.

The king had tried to reason. ‘They’re still children, my dear saint. How can I—’

But Sage Vishvamitra looked at the king with his piercing eyes that could see far into the future and interrupted, ‘Dasharatha, this is the beginning of Rama’s great destiny as a warrior of incredible valour.’

With a heavy heart, King Dasharatha bowed his head and agreed to send the two princes.

‘Go and help the sages. Defeat the rakshasi and bring peace once again to the forest. May the gods protect you, my sons,’ he had said and blessed them. Unable to hide the worried look in his eyes, he turned his face away.

Rama and Lakshmana walked for hours through the eerie forest and then finally came to a rocky hill. As they stood there, Vishvamitra pointed to the parched fields and dead trees. The air was filled with the terrible stench of rotting corpses.

‘This was once a fertile forest where humans, birds and animals lived with joy, but now no one dares to come here because of Tataka the demoness,’ the sage said. ‘She creates havoc and everyone is terrified of her. She is the strongest rakshasi we have ever seen. You have to kill her.’

Rama’s eyebrows shot up. ‘But how can we kill a woman? It is against the rules of warfare. We were taught never to harm a woman!’

Rama and Lakshmana looked to the sage for more answers. They knew that eventually they’d have to obey the sage’s orders, but they were still hesitant about attacking a woman.

‘Tataka is not a woman, but a creature. She is the most evil creature to have ever been born, and she has destroyed the lives of hundreds of innocent humans. Day and night, she commits terrible atrocities, and she has terrorized us for years now. Do not think of her as a woman at all. She is a demoness and needs to be destroyed. You are the ones who can get rid of her, my noble princes,’ Sage Vishvamitra said with finality.

‘We shall carry out your wish then,’ Rama said, touching the bow slung over his shoulder. The sound it made echoed and raced through the forest. There had never been a sound like this in these silent woods. The dried branches trembled and shook. The parched earth cracked into hundreds of fragments.

The sound of Rama’s mighty bow reached Tataka’s cave, where she was finishing a lavish meal of goats. As she was chewing up the bones and spitting them out, she raised her face and listened closely. ‘Who dares to enter my forest?’ Tataka roared with shock. She had never heard a sound like this in her life. Raging with anger, she rushed out of the cave and then plunged a hundred feet. Her heavy legs created craters in the dry earth when she landed. She quickly headed towards the direction from where the sound had come. A cloud of dust swirled like a tornado around her as she ran while uprooting trees with her giant arms.

When Tataka saw Rama and Lakshmana, she stopped and stared, her red eyes glinting like embers. She spat on the ground and her mouth broke into a grin, revealing her yellow fangs. Then she cackled out loud, holding one hand against her stomach.

‘Where have you two foolish boys come from? Don’t you know who I am? Have you not heard my name? I am Tataka, and this is my forest, Dandaka. No one ever steps into my forest. Argh, now you puny boys are going to be my next meal. It’ll be so much fun killing you!’ she screamed, her cruel face distorted with anger.

But Rama just stood there. He was not afraid. He gave her a cold look. At first, he thought he would only cut her arms and legs off and spare her life, but then Tataka attacked him. She rose in the air and fell on him with such speed and strength that he had to attack her with a shower of arrows. Tataka soared even higher and swooped down to crush them, but Rama evaded her. Mad with fury, she picked up a boulder and hurled it at Rama and Lakshmana. The two young princes nimbly defended themselves and shot arrows at her.

Tataka was huge and heavy, but she was quick on her feet. She could jump in the air and twirl like a spinning top. She could make her arms swing like thick ropes or turn them into a lasso. Rama knew how to move as quickly as a deer, so she could not catch him. This made her even angrier and she exhaled black smoke through her nostrils.

Rama, agile and swift, shot arrows at her from one side, while Lakshmana attacked her from the other. Even after the arrows hit her, Tataka continued to fight, constantly screaming with rage. Clouds of dust flew everywhere and stones rained down as Tataka stomped the ground with her massive feet.

The fierce battle carried on, and all the creatures from far ends of the forest came out and hid behind the trees to watch. They were terribly afraid, and they prayed that the two brave and bold boys would emerge triumphant. They knew how destructive the yakshini was, as no one had been able to defeat her until now.



Sage Vishvamitra stood calmly and watched, as he knew Rama would be victorious, as Tataka was unaware that she was fighting an avatar of Lord Vishnu! He looked up at the sky and saw that the sun was about to set.

‘End the fight now,’ the sage said. ‘She deserves no sympathy from you. The day is about to end. Remember, the strength of a rakshasa grows at dusk. She will become twice as strong and powerful by nightfall. Strike now to kill her.’

Rama drew out an arrow and aimed it. It flew like a dart of lightning and hit Tataka in the middle of her chest. It pierced her thick skin and went right into her evil heart. The giant demoness fell down dead with a terrific roar. Sparks flew and black fumes rose all around her. The forest grew quiet. A cool breeze started to blow as the light changed, and the gentle sound of a gurgling stream was heard. One by one, all the animals and birds emerged from their hiding places.

The sage said, ‘You have freed the forest from Tataka. She is blessed to be slain by you. The curse on her will be lifted too, and she can go back to her father’s home in the heavens. She will not be a rakshasi any more.’

Around them, the forest rustled, and Rama and Lakshmana were surprised to see leaves and flowers appearing on the trees. As they watched in amazement, a waterfall splashed down the boulders and verdant fields slowly surfaced on the dry, dusty ground. They could hear birds singing in the branches as the deer hopped over to greet each other. The forest had become green and beautiful once more.

Every creature in the forest bowed its head with immense gratitude to Rama and Lakshmana. Sage Vishvamitra blessed them and said, ‘To express gratitude on behalf of all the sages, I will now teach you all the secrets of warfare I know.’

Thus, Rama and Lakshmana became even better warriors, and though they did not know it then, the battle with the demoness Tataka was the first of many battles they would have to fight in the future.
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