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Chapter 1: The Fields and the Fort
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Mehrgarh, Summer, 1920

The morning sun spread its amber fingers across the fields of Mehrgarh, turning the dew-kissed wheat into swaying strands of gold. Birds trilled hymns from neem (Margosa) branches, and the air—warm yet not cruel—carried the mingled scent of soil, blossoms, and firewood smoke from the hamlets beyond the trees.

In one such field, a boy labored in silent rhythm beside a man whose face was carved by sun and wisdom. Mujahid ibn Fareed, ten years of age, carried a wicker basket strapped to his back and a sense of quiet solemnity beyond his years. Beside him stood his father, Fareed, a farmer-herbalist whose knowledge of both soil and soul made him beloved across the village. Though of humble origin, Fareed was a man people sought in sorrow and sickness alike. He did not charge for healing, only asked for sincerity—and, perhaps, a silent prayer in return.

“Dig deeper, Mujahid,” Fareed said without looking. “The root must come whole. If we harm it, the fever will not break.”

Mujahid nodded, brushing aside the dirt gently with his fingers, as if uncovering a sleeping child. From beneath the warm earth emerged a knotted root with the scent of mustard and old rain. Rauvolfia serpentina, known locally as sarpagandha, good for lowering blood pressure and quieting anxiety.

Their harvest was a sacred ritual. As they moved between rows of herbs, Mujahid’s eyes wandered to the horizon, toward the faint domes of Mehrgarh’s fort. The old stones shimmered in the morning light, still majestic despite the tyranny of time.



Their home lay on the edge of the village: a modest stone dwelling with a thatched roof, a fig tree casting dappled shadows across its courtyard, and a woven mat always set for guests. Beneath the fig’s boughs sat a clay matka (water vessel), cool and beaded with condensation. Fareed prayed before breakfast, while Mujahid, after washing his hands, gathered his inkpot and scrolls.

The madrasa was a half-mile walk, past mud-brick houses and fields dotted with marigolds and jackfruit trees. There, in a rectangular hall cooled by cross-ventilation and date-palm fans, he studied the holy Qur’an and the ancient sciences under Maulana Shafiq, a man of sharp features and sharper expectations.

It was not punishment that bound Mujahid to study, but wonder. Arabic roots danced before his eyes, each syllable unfolding like a story. His calligraphy bore a maturity his age had not earned, and while the other boys chased pigeons during the recess hour, Mujahid sat beneath the banyan tree copying verses—not just scripture, but the words of mystics and philosophers whose names he could barely pronounce.

When asked by his teacher why he worked so diligently, Mujahid had replied, “Because the ink carries the truth, and the truth is never idle.”



Far from the sunlit simplicity of Mujahid’s world, another child stared through latticework with eyes dark as dusk.

Laila bint Zulfikar, daughter of Nawab Zulfikar Ali Mirza, lived within walls carved by artisans and guarded by silence. Her father ruled over Mehrgarh with the confidence of ancestry and the caution of politics. Though he had once studied Persian poetry in Lucknow and hosted Sufi poets at court, his rule was now bound by alliances, taxes, and the quiet vigilance of British residents watching from across cantonment walls.

Laila’s days began in the muslin-draped chamber of her governess. Her world was shaped by silver spoons, embroidered linens, and the slow-burning boredom of feminine decorum. She was taught to pour tea with grace, to sit with posture, and to recite Persian verse with the correct nasal inflection.

But her heart rebelled.

In stolen moments, she stood by the jharokha (balcony window), tracing her breath upon the glass. The world beyond the fort’s arches — the orchards, the caravan trails, the distant outlines of shepherds on the hills — called to her like a secret melody.
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