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    To all those who wander and seek light. This is for you.
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First Tale: Gulab’s Longing
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Chapter One: Where the Sand Waits for Rain

It had been a year since the feeling arrived—quietly, like a shadow slipping under the door. She had turned sixteen, and something inside her had shifted. Not loudly, not all at once. Just a slow unraveling. A soft ache that settled in her chest and refused to leave.

Since then, joy had become a stranger.

Even Eid, once a festival of laughter and henna-stained palms, felt hollow. The embroidered clothes, the sweet scent of sheer khurma, the clinking of bangles—it all passed through her like wind through a sieve. She smiled when expected, hugged when asked, but inside, she was untouched. Eid came and went, and Gulab remained unchanged. Her heart, like the desert around her, longed for rain.

She lived in a village stitched into the edge of the Cholistan Desert, where the land cracked open like old pottery and the wind carried the scent of longing. The homes were made of mud and memory, their walls painted with faded flowers and prayers. Goats wandered freely, and the air buzzed with the rhythm of handlooms and the rustle of ajrak drying on clotheslines.

But Gulab did not belong to the rhythm.

She belonged to the hush between verses. Her eyes were dark and distant, her voice soft as sand. She moved through the days like a question no one wanted to answer. Her sisters laughed easily, their bangles chiming like monsoon rain. Gulab watched them from the doorway, her fingers tracing invisible patterns on the wall.

At night, she climbed to the roof and spoke to the moon.

“O moon,” she whispered, “why do I feel like a well with no water?”

The moon listened, round and pale, casting its silver gaze upon her loneliness. It never replied, but it never turned away. Gulab imagined it was the only one who understood—the only one who saw the sadness blooming inside her like a thorny flower.

The desert echoed her emptiness. The dunes rose and fell like breath, but they never changed. The sky above was a cruel blue, endless and indifferent. She often stood beneath it and whispered, “Why am I here?” But the sky, like everything else, gave no reply.

One morning, when the wind was softer and the sun hadn’t yet sharpened its blades, Gulab wrapped her dupatta around her head and walked toward the shrine.

It stood beyond the dunes, nestled in a hollow where the sand seemed to hold its breath. The shrine was old, its white dome stained with time, its walls covered in faded prayers and the fingerprints of pilgrims. It was said that Baba Qamaruddin, the mystic who lived there, could hear the language of hearts. That he spoke to birds. That he knew the meaning of silence.

He was still alive, though no longer young. People said he had once danced with dervishes and wept with strangers. Now he sat beneath a neem tree, wrapped in a green shawl, his eyes closed as if listening to something beyond sound.

Gulab had never spoken to him before. She had seen him from afar—his silhouette framed by incense smoke and rose petals. But today, she felt pulled. By something ancient. Something aching.

She walked slowly, her feet sinking into the sand. The sun climbed higher, painting the desert in gold and fire. Her throat was dry, but she didn’t stop.

When she reached the shrine, the air changed. It was cooler, scented with rosewater and dust. The wind quieted. Baba Qamaruddin sat cross-legged beneath the neem tree, his back straight, his beard silver like moonlight.

Gulab knelt before him.

“I have a sadness,” she said. “It lives in me like a drought. I don’t know why.”

The mystic opened his eyes—two pools of still water—and looked at her. Then he closed them again.

She waited.

“I ask the moon,” she said. “I ask the wind. I ask the sky. But no one answers.”

Still, no reply.

She searched his face for something—recognition, compassion, even confusion. But his expression remained unchanged. As if her words had dissolved into the air.

She stood slowly, her knees aching, her heart heavier than before. Outside, the desert shimmered, unchanged. The wind picked up again, tugging at her dupatta like a child asking for attention.

Gulab walked back home, her shadow long and lonely.

That night, she did not speak to the moon.

She simply looked at it, her eyes full of questions, her lips sealed like a tomb.

The moon, for once, seemed farther away.

Chapter Two: The Union that brought Rain

The morning began like any other—dry, golden, and still. The desert lay sprawled beneath the sun, its dunes curled like sleeping beasts. Gulab sat outside her home, her fingers tracing the rim of a clay pot, her thoughts drifting like dust. The air was heavy with heat and silence. Even the birds had stopped singing.

She hadn’t spoken to the moon in days.

Her sadness had grown quieter, but deeper. It no longer asked questions—it simply existed, like the cracked earth beneath her feet. She had stopped hoping for answers. Even the shrine had offered none. Baba Qamaruddin’s silence had been more final than words.

But something stirred in the wind that morning. A shift. A murmur.

Gulab looked up.

From the horizon, a figure emerged—slow, swaying, and strange. A camel, tall and regal, moved like a ship across the sand. Its bells chimed softly, a sound that didn’t belong to this silence. And atop it sat a boy.

He wore a long indigo kurta, the color of twilight, stitched with silver thread that caught the light like stars. A maroon turban wrapped around his head, its tail fluttering like a flame. His skin was sun-kissed, his posture relaxed, and his eyes—when they met hers—were like the first breeze after a long summer.

Gulab stood, her breath caught somewhere between her ribs.

The boy dismounted with ease, his sandals barely disturbing the sand. He walked toward her, the camel trailing behind like a loyal ghost.

“Peace be upon you,” he said, his voice low and warm.

Gulab nodded. “And upon you.”

His name was Shams.

He was a traveler, he said, tracing the footsteps of his ancestors through the desert. “They say my great-grandfather once danced with dervishes beneath this sky,” he smiled, “and that the sand remembers his rhythm.”

Gulab didn’t speak. She simply watched him, as if afraid that words might break the spell.

And then, as if the sky had been listening all along, it happened.

A single drop.

It fell on her cheek—cool, round, and impossible.

She looked up.

The clouds had gathered silently, like secrets. Grey and soft, they rolled across the sky, veiling the sun. Another drop fell. Then another. The wind shifted, carrying the scent of wet earth and wonder.

Rain.

Real rain.

The desert gasped. The dunes darkened. The air trembled.

Gulab stepped forward, her arms slightly raised, her face tilted to the sky. The drops fell faster now, soaking her dupatta, tracing her jaw, slipping into her palms like blessings.

Shams watched her, his smile quiet and wide.

The villagers emerged from their homes, laughing, shouting, dancing. Children ran barefoot, their feet splashing in puddles that hadn’t existed moments ago. The date palms swayed, their leaves glistening. The goats bleated in confusion. The earth drank deeply.

But Gulab stood still.

She felt something shift inside her—something soft, something new. Not joy, not yet. But the beginning of it. A crack in the drought.

She turned to Shams.

“You brought the rain,” she said, half-joking, half-believing.

He laughed. “I only arrived. The sky did the rest.”

They stood beneath the neem tree, its branches dripping, its leaves singing. The shrine dome glistened in the distance, washed clean by the storm. Even Baba Qamaruddin, wrapped in his green shawl, stepped out to watch the miracle.

Gulab looked at Shams again.

He was not an answer. But he was not silence either.

And for the first time in a year, she did not feel alone.

Chapter Three: The Rain That Listened

The rain had softened everything.

The desert, once a brittle silence, now breathed like a newborn. The neem tree above Gulab dripped gently, its leaves trembling with each drop. The air smelled of wet earth and something older—something sacred. Gulab sat beneath the tree, her dupatta damp, her thoughts quieter than usual. Shams sat beside her, his indigo kurta clinging to his arms, his maroon turban loosened, revealing curls that glistened like ink in moonlight.

They hadn’t spoken much since the storm. Words felt too sharp for the softness of the moment. But Gulab’s question had waited long enough.

She turned to him, her voice barely louder than the breeze.

“Do you ever feel... hollow? Like something inside you is missing, but you don’t know what?”

Shams looked at her, his gaze steady, dusk-colored. He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he reached into the satchel slung across his shoulder and pulled out a small notebook—its cover worn, its pages curled at the edges. He flipped through it slowly, pausing at one page.

“I don’t always have answers,” he said. “But sometimes, poetry finds what silence cannot.”

He looked at her again, as if asking permission—not with words, but with stillness.

She nodded.

And he began to recite, in Persian. His voice was low and melodic, like a river remembering its source:


در من تشنگی‌ای هست

There is a thirst that lives in me,

قدیمی‌تر از نامم

Older than my name,

عمیق‌تر از چاه‌هایی که مادرم با آواز پر می‌کرد

Deeper than the wells my mother sang to.

آن را از صحراها عبور می‌دهم

I carry it across deserts,

در چین‌های نفسم

In the folds of my breath,

در سکوت میان قدم‌هایم

In the silence between my footsteps.

این تشنگی برای آب نیست

This thirst is not for water,

نه برای عشق

Nor for love,

بلکه برای چیزی بی‌نام—

But for something unnamed—

بارانی که در جان می‌بارد

A rain that falls inside the soul,

و خاک را شکوفا می‌کند

And makes the dust bloom.



Gulab didn’t understand every word, but she felt them. The rhythm, the sorrow, the longing—it all moved through her like the rain had moved through the desert. She closed her eyes, letting the sound settle into her bones.

When she opened them, her gaze met his. “That’s what it feels like,” she whispered. “Exactly that.”

Shams smiled—not proudly, but gently. “Then maybe your sadness isn’t a curse,” he said. “Maybe it’s a kind of longing. And longing is holy, Gulab. It’s what makes us search. It’s what makes us write.”

She looked at him, the rain still falling in soft threads around them. “But what if I never find what I’m longing for?”

He tore a small leaf from the neem tree and placed it in her palm.

“Then you’ll keep walking,” he said. “And the walking will become its own kind of prayer.”

Gulab stared at the leaf—green, trembling, alive. She closed her fingers around it slowly, as if holding something fragile and true.

They sat in silence again, but it was a different silence now. Not empty. Not aching. Just quiet, like the pause between verses.

The rain began to slow. The sky, once heavy with clouds, began to clear, revealing a soft blush of evening. The desert shimmered, washed and listening. The shrine dome glistened in the distance, and even Baba Qamaruddin had stepped out beneath the neem tree, his eyes lifted to the sky.

Gulab looked at Shams again.

He was not an answer. But he was not silence either.

And for the first time in a year, she felt something stir inside her.

Not joy.

Not yet.

But the beginning of it.

Chapter Four: The Shrine Beneath the Neem Tree

The desert was still damp from the rain, its golden skin darkened and fragrant. Gulab walked beside Shams, the silence between them gentle, like a thread tying their thoughts together. The shrine stood ahead, its white dome gleaming against the washed sky, nestled in a hollow where the sand seemed to pause and listen.

She had come here before—alone, with questions that dissolved into silence. But today, the path felt different. Not because she expected answers, but because she no longer feared not finding them.

The wind carried the scent of rosewater and wet stone. Prayer flags fluttered above the entrance, their colors faded but still alive. The neem tree outside the shrine swayed slowly, its branches dripping with rain, casting shadows like lace across the courtyard.

Gulab stepped inside barefoot, her feet pressing into the cool stone. The air was quiet, heavy with incense and memory. Shams followed, his gaze reverent, his steps careful. The walls were covered in verses and handprints—some painted, some carved, some left by pilgrims who had come with grief and gone with silence.

Baba Qamaruddin sat beneath the neem tree, wrapped in his green shawl, his eyes closed. He looked older than the shrine itself, his face carved with lines that spoke of years spent listening. His posture was still, but not rigid—like someone who had learned to sit with the weight of the world without being crushed by it.

Gulab knelt before him.

She didn’t speak.

She didn’t need to.

The mystic opened his eyes slowly. They were pale and clear, like water in a deep well. He looked at her, then at Shams, then at the sky. And then he closed them again.

Shams knelt beside her, his hands resting on his knees. “He listens,” he said softly. “Even when he doesn’t speak.”

Gulab nodded. The silence felt fuller now, like a bowl brimming with something invisible.

A few other visitors lingered in the courtyard—an old woman lighting a candle, a young man tying a thread to the latticework. No one spoke loudly. Even the birds seemed to chirp more gently here.

Gulab stood and walked to the edge of the shrine, where a small basin had collected rainwater. She dipped her fingers in, the water cool and clear. She touched her forehead, then her chest, as she had seen others do. It wasn’t ritual—it was instinct.

Shams watched her, his expression unreadable. “Do you feel different?” he asked.

She looked at him. “Not different. Just... softer.”

They wandered through the courtyard, past the stone benches and the wall of offerings—flowers, coins, scraps of cloth. Gulab paused before a niche where someone had placed a small mirror. She looked into it and saw her own face—wet hair, tired eyes, a faint trace of something new.

She didn’t recognize herself.

And yet, she did.

They sat again beneath the neem tree, the rain now a memory, the earth damp and fragrant. Baba Qamaruddin remained still, his silence deeper than words.

Gulab didn’t ask him anything.

She didn’t need to.

She had begun to understand that some questions are meant to be carried, not answered. That the act of seeking is sometimes more sacred than the finding.

Shams leaned back against the tree trunk, his eyes half-closed. “My mother used to say shrines are like wells,” he murmured. “You don’t always draw water. Sometimes you just sit beside them and remember you’re thirsty.”

Gulab smiled faintly. “I think I’ve been thirsty for a long time.”

They stayed until the sun began to lower, casting long shadows across the courtyard. The wind picked up again, rustling the neem leaves, stirring the prayer flags. A few more visitors arrived—quiet, reverent, carrying their own invisible burdens.

Before leaving, Gulab walked to the latticework and tied a small strip of her dupatta to it. She didn’t make a wish. She didn’t whisper a prayer. She simply stood there, letting the moment settle into her.

Shams joined her, his hand brushing hers lightly.

They walked back through the desert, the sand cool beneath their feet, the sky streaked with amber and violet. The shrine faded behind them, but its silence lingered.

Gulab didn’t feel healed.

But she felt held.

And that, for now, was enough.

Chapter Five: The Echo of Longing

The desert had dried again.

The rain had come and gone, leaving behind a darker hue in the sand and a memory that clung to the air like perfume. Gulab woke to silence. Not the soft kind that had filled the days with Shams, but the hollow kind—the kind that made the walls feel farther apart, the sky more distant.

He was gone.

No note. No farewell. No trace.

His camel tracks had faded with the wind. His voice, which had once filled the neem-shaded courtyard with warmth, was now just a memory pressed between pages of her thoughts.

Gulab sat on the roof, where she had once spoken to the moon. But tonight, she said nothing. Her eyes searched the horizon, hoping for a silhouette, a shadow, a mistake. But the desert offered no comfort. Only stillness.

She cried quietly.

Not the kind of crying that shook the body, but the kind that soaked the soul. Her tears fell into her lap, warm and slow, like the rain that had once softened the earth. She felt as if something had been taken from her—not Shams, not the poetry, but the small peace she had begun to gather like scattered beads.

By midmorning, she could no longer sit still.

She wrapped her dupatta tightly and walked toward the shrine. The path was familiar, but today it felt longer. The sun was high, the wind dry, and the neem tree ahead looked smaller than she remembered.

The shrine was quiet.

Baba Qamaruddin sat beneath the tree, his green shawl wrapped around him, his eyes closed. The courtyard was empty, save for a few petals scattered by the breeze. Gulab stepped inside, barefoot, her heart heavy, her breath uneven.

She knelt before him.

“I lost something,” she said, her voice trembling. “Not a person. Not a promise. Just... the little peace I found.”

The mystic opened his eyes slowly. He looked at her—not with surprise, not with pity, but with the kind of stillness that holds centuries.

She wiped her cheeks, ashamed of the tears. “I thought I was beginning to understand. I thought I was healing. But now he’s gone, and I feel like I’ve fallen back into the same emptiness.”

Baba Qamaruddin didn’t speak right away. He looked past her, toward the desert, as if listening to something far away.

Then, softly, he said, “Longing is holy.”

Gulab froze.

The words echoed.

They were the same words Shams had spoken beneath the neem tree, when the rain had still kissed the earth and her heart had begun to bloom.

She looked up at the mystic, her tears slowing. “He said that.”
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