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“To the three shadows that walked beside me —

one at the beginning,

one who gave me a legacy,

and one who stood through storms.

This book is my thank you to each of you,

for shaping the man behind these words.”



Preface – Before the Flood

Long before our names were carved in clay, the river carried them.

It flowed past the granaries and markets, the temples and streets, whispering of a people who rose from earth and stone to build a city of wonders.

Mohenjo-daro — the city of rising stones — was more than walls and wells. It was breath, ambition, and the fragile pact between gods and men. Yet every city is born with its shadow, and every ruler with his test.

This tale is not of gods who descend from the heavens, but of men and women who faced the weight of destiny. It is of Eeshan, scribe and dreamer, who dared to lift spear and stylus alike. It is of Samidha, whose silence held more power than kings. It is of Devra and Maidevran, heirs of distant empires, whose eyes saw in conquest both glory and omen.

The stones of Mohenjo-daro still rise in silence, though the voices that built them have long vanished.

But the river remembers.

And so begins the telling.
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​Chapter 1 – The City of Rising Stones
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Mohenjo-daro.

The stones of Mohenjo-daro rose like memory itself.

Some said the city shaped men, chiseling their dreams into brick. Others believed that men shaped the city, etching their will into clay and mortar. 

Eeshan, with his stylus pressed into wet tablets, often wondered which was truer. Was he recording the city’s life, or was the city using his hand to record itself?

The scribes, they said, would fade. Merchants would endure. Yet Eeshan knew — words too left shadows.

The name Mohenjo-daro carried eternity in its breath. Born on the banks of the Sindhu, it had risen from earth and water with a rhythm older than kings. The walls held the memory of countless hands, generations who knew the song of clay and the patience of brick. Was it merely a city of men, or the river’s own dream carved into stone?

Eeshan had asked himself this question often, in silence and in the restless tide of thought. The answer always slipped away like fish in a stream. Perhaps he had begun to forget the world around him. Perhaps the world had forgotten to disturb him. He did not know.

But he knew this much: the city unsettled him.

The granaries rose like sleeping giants, their shadows long upon the streets. Rows of bricks stacked with geometric precision formed homes where families clustered close. Halls echoed with merchants’ voices, speaking of deserts, seas, and mountains. The sight filled him with something larger than desire, sharper than ambition.

Mohenjo-daro was not a city of stillness. Its pulse beat through the market streets. Jars of ghee and grain arrived from outer villages, strapped to the backs of oxen. Indigo cotton from the north lay folded like flowing water. The air stung with spice, oil, and roasted wheat. Beads clinked in clay bowls, while the scent of sesame cakes rose above the crowd. The city throbbed like a heart, carrying the lifeblood of many lands.

And in that tide of faces, Eeshan walked.

The market roared awake around him. Wheels of ox-carts splashed through water channels that ran like silver veins. Women bargained over grain, their bangles clattering like bells. Children darted between bead-sellers, palms stained with lapis dust. The air was thick — fish from the river, the sweetness of dried dates, the perfume of indigo, the oil of sesame. Above it all, banners bore the merchant guild’s seal, fluttering as if to remind everyone who ruled the streets.

Eeshan’s steps were firm, his head lifted high. His dhoti, neatly wrapped, marked simplicity, but his presence carried weight. A necklace of tiger claws hung against his bare chest, and across his brow a streak of ochre caught the sun. He wore no ornaments of gold or lapis — he did not need them. His adornment was his poise.

In his hand he carried a fired clay tablet, its surface etched with signs and numbers. That object set him apart from the throng. Few in the city could write, fewer still could calculate. This gave him a quiet, invisible power.

Women’s eyes lingered on him before darting away with a smile. Young traders envied his confidence. But Eeshan noticed little. His mind dwelt in a world of symbols, of numbers dancing, of clay carrying memory. He dreamed of more than being another face in Mohenjo-daro. He dreamed of rising above the dust to be remembered.

Yet even as he dreamed, the city claimed him. In its streets his name was whispered — some with envy, some with longing. Men measured themselves against his poise; women lingered when he passed. Eeshan himself remained distant, wandering in chambers of thought where others could not follow.

The sun slanted westward, gilding rooftops. From above, the city was a loom, its streets weaving straight and true. Courtyards held laughter, wells gave water, rooftops dried grain. Brick by brick, the city pulsed like a living body.

A potter’s wheel turned steadily in one corner, red vessels drying in neat rows. Across the lane, beads of carnelian and lapis sparkled in the craftsmen’s hands. Everywhere, trade flourished. Caravans brought lapis from distant mountains, pearls from the seas, copper from deserts, cotton from river valleys. Goods moved not only by oxen and carts but in seals, promises, and marks upon tablets like the one Eeshan held.

The city’s design itself carried wisdom. Drains ran beneath the streets, carrying waste away unseen. Wells stood within reach of every home. Larger dwellings opened to courtyards where sunlight fell, while smaller ones huddled close, sharing heat and shade.

At the heart of Mohenjo-daro rose the citadel — a mound of brick and granaries, looming like guardians. From here the city seemed eternal, sworn to endure as long as the river flowed. Yet within its walls, life was urgent, immediate, bursting with color.

Eeshan moved through it like a man both part and apart — half-claimed by the city, half-drawn to his own visions. Mohenjo-daro was not just markets and bricks; it was an idea, a seed of civilization. Deep inside, he felt the weight of that truth pressing upon him.

As he walked, his hand brushed the tablet at his side. The seal upon it bore the mark of his teacher, Master Kavi — three lines crossing a circle, a symbol of trust. Yet today it seemed wrong. The lines cut deeper than usual, the circle faintly broken. It looked as if the seal had hesitated, pressed twice. To most, a careless stamp. To Eeshan, a warning. He knew the stories: seals could be forged, fortunes altered by a single mark.

He lifted his eyes.

Across the market, a stranger stood watching him.

The man was clothed unlike any local — a longer robe, dyed in muted shades foreign to the city’s bright indigos and reds. His beard was trimmed strangely: the chin bare, the sides thick. Their eyes met. The man did not look away. Instead, he touched his wrist deliberately, as if signaling.

Before Eeshan could move, the crowd shifted. A cart of barley rolled between them, children ran laughing. When the way cleared, the stranger was gone.

A coil of unease tightened in Eeshan’s chest. He told himself the city was full of travelers: men of Meluhha, sailors of Dilmun, caravans from deserts. Yet the image lingered — the odd robe, the deliberate gesture.

At that moment, the market hushed. A hawk circled above the citadel, its shadow cutting across the bricks. For a breath, silence held the streets. Then voices rose again. Yet something had shifted.

Eeshan pressed the tablet to his chest. He did not know that the broken seal, the stranger’s gaze, and the hawk’s shadow were the first strokes of a storm that would one day engulf the city.

The steam rose gently in the Great Bath, curling against the baked brick walls. The water shimmered, copper-bright in the sunlight filtering through colonnades. Ripples carried echoes of footsteps and whispers — traders cleansing themselves before council, priestesses murmuring chants, artisans washing dust from their arms. The air smelled faintly of clay and crushed herbs whose oils seeped into the pool.

Eeshan sat at the steps, his clay tablet resting beside him, his feet dipped into the cool depths. The Great Bath was his refuge. Its stillness calmed the restlessness that markets and seals could not. The sound of water against stone was a rhythm that steadied his mind.

It was here that she entered.

Samidha.

Her presence drew eyes without seeking them. Draped in a finely woven cloth that clung to her frame, she moved with a quiet grace, as if accustomed to being seen yet never flaunting it. Around her neck glimmered a slender cord threaded with lapis beads — rare, costly, a mark of her family’s reach in distant trade.

She paused at the water’s edge. Her gaze lingered on the lone figure lost in thought.

“You carry your scrolls even to the bath, Eeshan?” Her voice was soft, teasing, yet touched with intimacy.

He looked up, startled, then smiled faintly.

“Clay does not fear water,” he replied, though his hand instinctively shielded the tablet from the mist.

Samidha laughed — a sound brighter than the chamber’s echoes. Lowering herself onto the step beside him, she let her fingers trail briefly along the water’s surface.

Eeshan had seen her often, but here, in the sanctity of the Bath, she seemed different. Not only a woman whose beauty stirred whispers in the streets, but someone who saw him beyond tiger claws and ochre streaks. She saw the clay tablet, the scribe’s hand that caught memory itself. And she desired not just his form, but the mind behind it.

Her eyes lingered on him.

“You walk with your head among the clouds. But today... your eyes are troubled. What did you see?”

The broken seal flickered in his mind, the stranger’s gaze, the hawk’s shadow. He nearly told her. Yet the words twisted in his throat.

“Perhaps I see too much,” he said instead, guarded.

Samidha tilted her head, studying him. Her hand brushed his, light as breath, grounding him.

“One day, Eeshan,” she whispered, half-playful, half-foreboding, “your seeing will either save this city... or destroy it.”

Her words rippled through him more deeply than the water around them.

Then the chamber stilled. Conversations faltered. Even the flute at the colonnade fell silent. A hush spread, beginning at the northern steps. Heads turned.

Merchant Aratta had arrived.

He did not simply walk. He entered, as if the Bath itself awaited him.

Two attendants bore bronze-capped staffs, engraved with seals of bull and lion. A boy held a parasol of rare purple cloth, imported from seas no common man had seen. And at their center strode Aratta — draped in a robe fine as mist, sunlight weaving through its folds.

Gold chains layered across his chest, his wrists heavy with bangles, his ears stretched with turquoise. At his waist gleamed carnelian. But it was not jewels that silenced the Bath. It was his gaze — sharp, assured, commanding.

For in Mohenjo-daro, kings were shadows, priests murmured prayers, but merchants ruled. And Aratta ruled above them all.

An attendant knelt, washing his feet with perfumed water. The crowd bowed. Even priests bent their heads.

Among them stood Eeshan.

Something flared inside him — a quiet fire. His clay tablet lay forgotten in his hand, smudged under his thumb. His eyes drank in the deference surrounding Aratta, the way space yielded before him, the way authority bent like a reed.

“This,” Eeshan thought, “is power. Not words, not clay. This is the destiny I seek.”

Yet when his gaze flickered back to Samidha, he felt another pull — softer, more dangerous. Her eyes held a different promise: not wealth or fear, but intimacy and recognition. Two paths tugged at him like opposing winds.

The Bath became a theatre. Attendants distributed clay tokens impressed with Aratta’s seal — the bull of Aratta, symbol of his house. Each token meant credit, favor, fortune. Men lunged to receive them. Women tucked them into girdles. Priests murmured blessings.

Eeshan’s heart quickened. He gripped his plain tablet tighter. “One day, it will be my seal they bow to.”

Samidha saw the hunger in his eyes, and her own shadow deepened.

Then, Aratta’s gaze swept the chamber and stopped. On Eeshan.

For an instant, silence. The Bath seemed to be empty of sound and people.

“You there,” Aratta’s voice rang, rich and cutting, “with the tablet. What do you write?”

The crowd stirred, whispering. To be addressed by Aratta was no small thing.

Eeshan steadied himself.

“Names, Merchant. The lives that pass through this Bath. So memory does not fade.”

Some laughed softly. Memory against trade? But Aratta’s lips curved in a faint, sharp smile.

“Memory is noble,” he said. “But remember — it is not memory that builds walls or moves caravans. It is wealth. It is seals. It is power.”

He raised his wrist. Gold caught the light, flashing across Eeshan’s eyes.

Eeshan’s reply slipped out before he could stop it.

“Without memory, even power turns to dust.”

The words hung like a challenge. A gasp rippled through the crowd. Samidha’s hand flew to her mouth.

For a heartbeat, silence.

Then Aratta laughed. Not warmly, but like bronze against stone.

“Perhaps. But dust buys no grain.”

He turned, attendants closing around him, and the moment ended. The Bath filled again with sound, but in Eeshan’s chest, silence thundered.

He walked out into the streets, clay tablet pressed to his chest. Behind him lingered Samidha’s eyes. Ahead shimmered Aratta’s wealth. Two visions pulled at him — love’s whisper, ambition’s roar.

As evening fell, oxen returned to stalls, shutters closed, lamps flickered. Yet the city seemed to shift. A dry wind rose from the west, carrying a murmur like a sea though no sea lay near. Birds wheeled restlessly. Dogs howled beyond the walls.

Priests paused in chants. Merchants stilled their ledgers. Lovers clutched one another. Silence heavier than stone spread.

Eeshan stood at a high street’s edge, watching the red sun sink beyond the plains. His heart swelled with vision — his name carved in clay, remembered forever. But beneath it, another whisper stirred: a city rising even as it was fated to fall.

The wind coiled around him, tugging his dhoti, brushing his tablet. And in that moment, he felt as if the city itself spoke:

“Rise, Eeshan. Rise before the waters claim us.”

And so he walked on, toward his fate.
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​Chapter 2 – The Merchant’s Shadow
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The marketplace of Mohenjo-daro stirred awake like a living beast.

Carts groaned beneath jars of ghee, their wooden wheels leaving deep scars across the baked-brick road. Indigo-dyed cotton gleamed like river-water folded upon itself. Carnelian beads clicked into bowls with the sound of rain on rooftiles. The perfume of sesame oil mingled with the brine of river fish, weaving the air into a tapestry of scents.

Men barked prices in copper and lapis, their voices carrying like the cries of seabirds. Women haggled with laughter sharp as broken flint, their bangles clattering like silver chains. Children darted between the legs of oxen, palms stained with blue powder from indigo merchants’ wares.

And then — silence.

It began at one corner of the bazaar, and like ripples across a pool, it spread.

Heads turned. Voices faltered. A hush pressed upon the square until only the creak of a single cart was heard, frozen mid-road.

Aratta had come.

He did not arrive with trumpets or chants — he did not need them. Where kings relied on thrones, Aratta relied on markets. And the marketplace was his throne room.

He walked through the silence as though the earth itself yielded to him.

His robe shimmered with threads of gold, spun into cotton so fine it seemed like woven light. Upon his chest hung a pendant of lapis, blue so deep it swallowed the sun. Copper bangles gleamed at his wrists, turquoise studs winked in his ears.

But it was not ornament that stilled the crowd. It was the gravity of his presence. His eyes did not wander. His mouth did not soften. Men stepped aside before him, and women’s glances lingered only to flee.

Aratta was the sun about which the city turned. His seals opened granaries. His ships stitched rivers to seas. His word moved caravans across deserts. In Mohenjo-daro, priests prayed, kings recited, scribes remembered — but merchants ruled. And among merchants, none stood higher.

At the edge of a potter’s stall, a scribe watched.

Eeshan.

The clay tablet pressed against his chest felt suddenly small, as though all the marks he had inscribed upon it were nothing before the weight of Aratta’s lapis seal. His stylus — once a tool of destiny — now seemed like a child’s reed before the sweep of caravans.

And yet, even as awe filled him, something else coiled beneath.

Recognition.

“This,” Eeshan thought, “is the power I seek. This is how a name outlives clay.”

But Aratta’s shadow did not only fall on him.

Beneath the shade of a palm-stall, half-hidden from the crowd, another pair of eyes lingered.

The man’s skin bore the harsh bronze of foreign suns. His beard was cropped close, streaked with gray. His tunic was wool — coarse, alien against the cottons of the Indus. His sandals were leather, cracked with the miles of deserts and coasts.

He was no man of Mohenjo-daro.

The stranger’s gaze did not tremble before Aratta. It measured him. Weighed him. Like a hunter studying prey — noting jewels, attendants, the rhythm of his stride. Then his eyes shifted, quick as a blade turning — to Eeshan.

Their gazes met.

It was not recognition, not yet. But something sparked — like flint striking steel. Eeshan looked away first, clutching his clay tablet as if baked earth could shield him. His heart beat against it, fast, defiant.

The stranger’s lips curved faintly, almost in amusement.

His name was Devra  — though Mohenjo-daro did not yet know it. He had come from the west, across waters, from lands where wedge-marks ruled clay. He came chasing trade, chasing whispers. And in this city of rising stones, he found more than trade.

He found a secret.

Above, a crow cawed and burst skyward, scattering dust from awnings. Most ignored it. But Devara’s eyes followed the black wings into the pale sky, and under his breath he spoke words none in the bazaar understood. A prayer. Or a warning.

The temple rose above the bazaar like a mountain carved by human hands.

Its terraces of baked brick caught the noon sun, glowing as if the very earth had been fired into permanence. Stairs climbed broad and deliberate, their worn edges bearing the weight of centuries of pilgrims.

No merchant, however mighty, forgot that the temple’s shadow fell longer than his own.

Aratta ascended the steps as though each one acknowledged him. His sandals struck the stone in a rhythm measured, deliberate, echoing authority. Behind him, two servants labored beneath baskets wrapped in dyed cloth — offerings: grain heavy with river-gold, hammered copper tools, and a jar of wine carried from beyond distant shores.

Temple guards bowed as he passed. Their bronze-tipped spears gleamed like captured lightning, their faces impassive beneath the weight of sacred duty. To the common eye, they were not men but extensions of the gods’ will.

Within the sanctum, the air thickened. Shadows swallowed the noise of the market, and incense wound its way like serpents through the dark. Smoke of resin and frankincense clung to skin, stung eyes, and pressed against the lungs until even breath seemed an offering.

The walls bore painted figures faded by time — bulls with wide horns, seven stars burning above river waves, flames licking the edges of unknown signs. The air itself seemed older here, as though time did not move but only lingered.

At the far end, upon a raised dais, sat the High Priest.

His head was shaven smooth, his brow marked with red clay. His robe was plain, undyed cotton, yet the stillness with which he sat outshone Aratta’s jewels. Hands folded, eyes half-closed, he seemed less a man than a stone placed by the gods themselves.

When he spoke, his voice was low — soft enough to force men to lean forward.

“Merchant of Mohenjo-daro,” he said, not lifting his gaze, “you bring gifts, as is your custom. But do you bring humility?”

Aratta bowed — just enough to show respect, not enough to lower himself.

“The river brings grain, the earth brings copper, and I bring both to the temple. The gods will find no fault in what I offer.”

A silence stretched. The smoke trembled in the air as if caught between worlds.

Slowly, the priest opened his eyes. Pale, clouded, yet sharp as flint — eyes that seemed to strip Aratta bare.

“The gods,” he murmured, “have no need of copper or grain. What they give, they can take. It is we who must read their signs.”

As if summoned by his words, a drumbeat echoed from an inner chamber. Two acolytes entered, their white robes brushing the stone floor. Between them they carried a clay bowl brimming with blackened oil. Firelight flickered across its surface, turning it into a restless mirror of flame and shadow.

The priest gestured. “An omen was seen at dawn. A crow, flying against the river’s flow. What meaning do you give it, Merchant?”

Aratta’s chest tightened. He remembered the crow startled from the bazaar awnings, its wings slicing against the pale sky. He thought also of the sharp eyes of the foreigner who had measured him in silence. But his voice remained steady.

“Crows feed where the land is rich. To me, it is a sign of plenty. Of wealth to come.”

The High Priest’s lips curved — not smile, not sneer, but something in between.

“Perhaps,” he whispered. “Or perhaps it is a warning. That a shadow has entered Mohenjo-daro, one not weighed in copper or lapis.”

The braziers hissed as resin burned away, their smoke shifting into forms unshaped by hands.

Aratta bowed again, deeper this time. Yet as he rose, he could not free himself from the weight of those pale eyes. He had bargained with kings, commanded ships, silenced rivals — but here, in the smoke of the sanctum, he felt as though unseen hands measured him on scales older than trade.

He turned, sandals striking the stone once more, and departed into the echo of corridors. His offerings trailed behind him like the dust of caravans.

But the High Priest remained, unmoving, his gaze on the trembling surface of the oil. And in the flickering light, it seemed the black sheen rippled into a shape — the faint outline of a name that the priest did not yet speak aloud.

A name not of merchant nor king.

A name that would unsettle both.

The temple’s corridors whispered long after Aratta’s footsteps had faded.

The incense still curled in lazy coils, drifting like spirits reluctant to depart. Shadows clung to the high walls, pooling in corners where even flame could not reach.

The High Priest did not rise from the dais. He stood only when the silence itself seemed to bow to him, and with measured steps he crossed to the copper basin. His fingers touched its rim. The oil’s surface still quivered faintly, as though remembering the omen of the crow.

He waited.

A hush stretched, broken only by the hiss of a dying brazier. Then, from the shadowed arch beyond the votive lamps, movement stirred. A figure detached itself from the dark. Cloaked in indigo cloth, hood drawn low, its hem was dusted with sand — the kind of sand not born of the Indus plain but carried across vast deserts.

The High Priest spoke without turning. His voice was low, but iron lay beneath it.

“You are late, Devara.”

The hood fell back.

The man revealed was not of this land. His skin bore the bronze of harsher suns, his beard close-trimmed but streaked with grey. His eyes were restless pools — the kind that have seen horizons others never dream of. Upon his shoulder clasp gleamed a bronze pin, engraved not with Indus signs but the wedge-cut strokes of cuneiform. A signature of Sumer, foreign yet commanding.

Devra  inclined his head. His words carried the cadence of far-off shores, each syllable thickened by another tongue.

“The river delayed me. But I have come, as you asked. Tell me — the omen. Was it true?”

The High Priest’s lips curved, but his eyes held fire beneath ash.

“It is true. The flame spat smoke, the copper rang, and the gods showed me a name. A storm gathers beyond this city. It will not be born of Mohenjo-daro alone.”

Devra  stepped closer. The oil lamps trembled in his passing.

“And yet Aratta dismisses it as superstition. He trusts only the weight of his silver. He grows rich, and reckless.”

“Gold blinds men,” the priest whispered. “But the gods blind cities. Aratta believes he rules by coin — yet his trade rests on your ships, your harbors. His arrogance cracks like dry clay.”

Devra  studied the man before him, weighing each word as though it were a coin of his own mint.

“You would set the temple against the merchants? You risk a lot.”

The High Priest finally turned. The sweep of his robe caught the smoke, twisting it into dark eddies. His kohl-rimmed eyes fixed upon the foreigner with the stillness of stone.

“I risk nothing. I secure what is foretold. The child born under this sign will unseat balance. If Aratta claims him, he will forge another merchant-king. But if the temple claims him — he will be a weapon of the gods.”

The words hung between them like a drawn blade.

Devara’s jaw tightened. His people had long wrestled for dominance over the water-lanes, over the flow of copper, lapis, and grain that bound Sumer to the Indus. A child of prophecy, if shaped rightly, could tip the scales of empires. He rubbed his thumb along the bronze clasp at his shoulder, and the thought darkened his gaze.

“And if the boy refuses the path you set?” he asked.

The High Priest lowered his eyes, his voice dropping to a murmur only the gods themselves might hear.

“Then fire consumes. That is the way of the gods.”

A gust pressed against the temple doors, rattling bronze bells strung upon them. Their sound was hollow, uneasy, like a cry across water. The lamps guttered, shadows leaping across the painted bulls and fading stars on the wall.

Devra  drew his hood once more, his features swallowed by indigo.

“Mohenjo-daro,” he murmured, half to himself, “dances on clay. One storm, and it will crack.”

He turned and was gone, swallowed by the same darkness from which he had come.

The High Priest remained at the altar. His hand returned to the copper basin, to the trembling oil, to the reflection that was neither flame nor smoke but something other. The ripples shifted, forming for the briefest breath a shape that the priest alone dared see.

A single word.  A name.  Eeshan.

The sound did not leave his lips, yet the silence of the sanctum seemed to carry it, as though the stones themselves had heard.

And outside, unseen beneath the vast sky, a lone crow wheeled above the city once more. 
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​Chapter 3: Lotus by the River
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The river breathed like a great sleeping beast, its waters shifting with slow murmurs against the stone banks. Dawn had not yet burned away the veil of mist that clung to its surface. Fishermen’s rafts drifted as shadows, their nets rising and falling with the rhythm of a civilization that had long trusted the Indus to feed it.

Among the reeds, where dragonflies hovered and the scent of wet clay lingered, a boy crouched alone. His fingers traced lines in the damp earth — the outline of walls, the curve of towers, and the straight lines of bridges that no eye but his could yet see. He was not merely playing; he was sketching a city of memory and of longing, as though the river itself whispered to him how stone might rise from mud.

Eeshan’s gaze followed the barges that slid past, their hulls painted with the emblems of merchants. The sails bore colors of Aratta’s houses, foreign dyes gleaming in the pale light. He watched them with the sharp ache of both envy and dream. Ships carried more than goods — they carried stories, and he longed to write his own upon the waters.

But the river had another gift for him that morning.

Among the ripples, untouched by current, floated a single lotus in full bloom. Its white petals opened as though the sun itself had chosen this moment to awaken in its core. Eeshan paused, the lines he had drawn in the mud forgotten. His eyes softened. The lotus was not part of his city, but it was a part of him — fragile, stubborn, luminous against the pull of the current.

A voice broke the silence.

“You would stare at that flower until the sun burns your skin.”

He turned. Samida was standing at the edge of the reeds, a clay pot of water balanced against her hip. Her laughter carried like a note plucked from a string. She stepped lightly across the moist soil, leaving behind prints that the river rushed to erase.

Eeshan straightened, brushing mud from his hands, though his eyes betrayed the smile that tugged at him.

Samida lowered the pot beside the reeds, dipping her hands into the river with a practiced grace. Ripples spread out, touching the lotus, tilting it gently before it righted itself again. She watched it for a moment, then looked back at Eeshan with a teasing smile.
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