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​Chapter One: Echoes in the Courtyard
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The courtyard behind the shrine was dimly lit, its brick walls soaked in the scent of rosewater and incense. A string of bulbs hung overhead, flickering like fireflies. People sat on woven mats, their backs straight, eyes half-closed, waiting for the music to begin.

Shahnawaz adjusted the harmonium, fingers brushing the keys with quiet reverence. He was seventeen, slim and soft-spoken, with a voice that carried more weight than his frame suggested. His uncle, Ustad Kareem, gave him a nod from across the circle. The tabla player tapped a rhythm. The air shifted.

Shahnawaz began to sing.

His voice rose slowly, like smoke curling from a clay lamp. The first verse was familiar—an old qawali passed down through generations—but in his voice, it felt new. He sang of longing, of divine love, of the ache that lives in silence. The crowd leaned in. Some closed their eyes. A few whispered the lyrics under their breath.

He had learned to sing not in music schools, but in courtyards like this one. His uncle had taught him the basics, but most of it came from listening. Recordings of Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan played on loop in his room. He studied the way the masters stretched syllables, how they let emotion guide the melody. Over time, his voice found its own path—less polished, more raw, but honest.

When the qawali ended, the crowd clapped softly. A few people came forward to offer coins, folded notes, and quiet blessings. Shahnawaz bowed his head, grateful but distant. His mind was already elsewhere.
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