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            "May those who study this find not merely pleasure, but connection. Not merely satisfaction, but peace. And may they carry this knowledge lightly, as a flower carried on water—present, beautiful, free."
— Adapted from the Kāmasūtra
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

The author gratefully acknowledges the ancient wisdom of Vātsyāyana's Kāmasūtra, from which this story draws inspiration, reimagined through modern eyes and hearts.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication


[image: ]


To the strangers who become stories,  

and the stories that become us.

And to my grandmother's hidden book—  

may its wisdom drift on, carried lightly.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Acknowledgments


[image: ]


This novel exists because of One Book and One Culture.

To the river itself—the Ganges, the Seine, the Indus—for teaching us that nothing is ever truly lost, only transformed.

To every reader who dares to see themselves in these pages: thank you for traveling with Elodie and Leo. May you carry the lessons lightly.

And always, to the one who reminds me that intimacy begins with curiosity.
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Chapter One: The Sleeper
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The train smelled of chai, diesel, and someone else's life.

Elodie pressed her forehead to the window and watched Delhi dissolve into scrubland—the sudden emptiness of it, the way poverty and palaces both gave way to dust. She'd been in India eleven days and still hadn't found what she was looking for. Which was the problem: she didn't know what that was.

The compartment had six berths. Three were empty. Across from her, an old man slept with his mouth open, his dentures slightly askew. By the door, a woman in a brilliant orange sari peeled a hardboiled egg with the concentration of a surgeon.

And diagonal from Elodie, in the aisle seat, a man was trying to read a dog-eared paperback while also not staring at her.

He wasn't succeeding.

She'd noticed him noticing her when they boarded—the quick glance that became two glances, the way he'd pretended to check his ticket, then his bag, then his ticket again. Australian, she guessed. Late thirties. Sun-bleached hair that hadn't seen a salon, a jaw that would look stern if not for the laugh lines. He wore a cotton kurta that still had the fold marks—new to this, then. A tourist trying not to look like one.

She should have found it irritating. Instead, she found herself adjusting her posture

almost imperceptibly, angling her face toward the light.

Ridiculous. She was thirty-four, not fourteen.

"You're reading it upside down."

He blinked. "Sorry?"

She nodded at the book in his hands. "The cover. You're looking at it, but you're not turning pages. And it's upside down."

He glanced down, then laughed—a real laugh, warm and slightly embarrassed. "Shit. So it is." He flipped the book over, revealing a garish cover: The Complete Illustrated Kama Sutra. "In my defense, I wasn't really reading."

"What were you doing?"

The question hung there, braver than she'd intended. His eyes met hers, and something flickered—amusement, yes, but also a kind of recognition. Like he'd just realized she was playing the same game.

"Trying to decide if I should introduce myself," he said. "And failing."

"Why failing?"

"Because you looked like you wanted to be left alone. And also because—" He hesitated. "No, that's too forward."

"Now you have to say it."

He smiled. "I was also thinking that if I did introduce myself, I'd want it to be for the right reasons. Not because you're beautiful. Which you are. But because—" He held up the book. "This thing. I've been carrying it for three weeks, and I don't know why. And I saw you looking at it when I sat down. You had this expression—"

"What expression?"

"Like you recognized it. Like it meant something."

Elodie felt something shift in her chest. A small door opening.

"My grandmother had a copy," she heard herself say. "Not this one—an old translation, falling apart. She kept it in her bedside table. When I was twelve, I found it and asked her what
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