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History remembers great kings, magnificent temples, and glorious victories. Yet the true story of a civilization is often hidden beneath the stones of its monuments, buried in the soil of its fields, and carried silently by the waters of its rivers.

This novel takes the reader to an ancient world standing at the height of its power. A thriving city believes itself protected by tradition, guided by the gods, and secured by the achievements of its people. But when strange events begin to unfold a river changes color, fish die, crops fail, forests wither, and fear spreads through the streets the certainty upon which society stands begins to crack.

At the heart of the story is a question that remains as relevant today as it was thousands of years ago: when disaster strikes, do we seek answers in fear and superstition, or in observation and understanding?

Through the eyes of young witnesses, determined seekers of knowledge, and a society struggling to make sense of an uncertain future, this novel explores the timeless conflict between belief and evidence, tradition and inquiry, fear and reason.

The events depicted here are inspired by the mysteries of ancient civilizations and humanity’s enduring search for truth. While the characters and narrative are works of fiction, the questions they face belong to every age.

Because every civilization eventually confronts the same challenge:

To understand the world before fear defines it.

RÜMEYSA ÇAĞLAYAN
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The sun had not yet reached the tops of the trees. The morning mist rested upon the river like a delicate veil, rendering the reeds on the far bank nearly invisible. The city was just awakening. The rhythmic beating of drums echoed from the high hills where the temples stood, and the people, emerging from their homes to make their way to the market, began to multiply slowly along the narrow streets.

Iktan, as always, had arrived at the river early. After setting down the simple net bag slung over his shoulder, the twelveyearold boy sat upon one of the flat stones along the bank. His father was no fisherman, yet there was never a shortage of fish in their home. The river was generous; anyone with a measure of patience could return home at the end of the day with full hands.

As Iktan prepared the thin, fiberwoven line that resembled a fishing string, his eyes wandered over the water. The river appeared calm. The current moved with its customary lethargy, and the morning light created golden streaks across the surface.

The boy cast his bait into the water and began to wait. Before long, his line gave a slight tug. A faint smile graced his lips. As he pulled the cord, a mediumsized fish leaped out of the water. Having placed the catch upon the rock, he looked back toward the river.

It was then that he noticed something peculiar.

Near the bank, the color of the water appeared different. At first, he assumed it was a trick of the sunlight. During the morning hours, the river would sometimes take on the color of the sky; it looked gray if the clouds were gray, and crimson if it were sunset. But the sun had not yet risen high enough.

Iktan stepped closer. A tint resembling a reddish hue lay upon the water. As the current moved forward, the color would dissipate, only to reappear a few steps further along. He watched in silence for a while. Finally, brushing his knees, he stood and called out to an old man who was gathering nets along the riverbank.

"Uncle, would you look at the water?"

The old man lifted his head. "What am I to look at?"

"Right there."

Squinting, the man stared at the spot indicated. A few seconds later, he shrugged. "It’s just the sun hitting it."

"But the sun is on the other side."

The old man let out a short laugh. "You think too much, child."

Iktan did not reply. When he looked at the water again, the color remained. After a while, the man gathered his nets and walked away. Iktan decided to pack his catch and return home. Yet, before departing, he looked back one last time.

The river seemed normal again. It was as if what he had seen moments before had never occurred.

By midday, when the city began to bustle, the boy seemed to have forgotten what he had witnessed. He completed the chores his mother had given him, stopped by the market, and played with his friends. However, as the day wore on, conversations drifting from the riverbank began to capture his attention. Two women were whispering among themselves while carrying water. A man claimed that the color had changed in certain parts of the river. Another argued that it was merely silt. No one was certain.

When Iktan returned to the river in the late afternoon, the sky was filled with crimson light. This time, the river truly appeared red. However, the sun was about to set, and the surface of the water was reflecting the hue of the sky.

The boy stood on the bank and watched the current for a long time. Perhaps what he had seen in the morning was indeed nothing more than a reflection. Perhaps the old man was right. Finally, he turned to head home. At that moment, he noticed a small fish, carried by the current, floating bellyup on the surface. The fish drifted motionlessly for a few seconds before disappearing from sight.

Iktan paused and looked back. The river continued to flow in silence.

When Iktan opened his eyes the next morning, there was an unusual stir outside the house. The sun had not yet risen, but the voices of people passing through the street could be heard. Several individuals were walking with hurried steps toward the river, calling out to one another.

His mother stood before the door, watching them. "What is happening?" Iktan asked.

Without turning her head, the woman replied, "Something has happened to the river."

A nameless sense of unease filled Iktan. He rushed outside and began walking toward the river along with the others. Before he even reached the bank, he saw the crowd. People had gathered at the water’s edge, whispering amongst themselves.

When he made his way through the throng and reached the front, he faltered at the sight before him.

Hundreds of fish lay stretched along the shore. Some were small, others quite large. A portion of them had stiffened overnight, untouched by the sun. The scales of others were still damp. The current continued to wash new, dead fish upon the bank.

Iktan involuntarily stepped back a few paces. He had never seen such a thing in his entire life. The old fishermen standing by the riverbank were also silent. Men who usually had something to say on every subject were not speaking; they were merely watching the water.

A woman touched her chest in fear. "This is not a sign of good fortune."

The man beside her nodded. "I think the same."

The whispers spreading through the crowd began to swell. Some spoke of the previous year’s drought. Another recounted bad news from the villages in the north. A few others claimed they had seen the color of the river change. Iktan recalled the redness he had seen the previous morning, but he remained silent.

After a while, one of the city guards approached the crowd and requested that the people move away from the bank. Yet, no one wanted to leave. The dead fish were not merely fish. To the city, the river meant life. The water they drank, the fields they irrigated, and the fish they caught all came from this current. If the river fell ill, the city would fall ill, too.

By midday, rumors had spread to every street. Those working in the market left their tasks to talk about the river; merchants gathered their heads together to whisper while arranging their goods; children concocted terrifying tales. Some claimed they had seen evil spirits in the river, while others insisted it was a warning sent by the gods.

Toward sunset, the crowd gathered in the temple square. One of the city’s eldest priests stepped onto the high stone steps. The lines of time had left deep marks upon his face. As the crowd fell silent, he raised the carved staff in his hand.

"Our ancestors spoke of certain signs," he said in a heavy voice. "The changing of the water, the silence of the heavens, and the creatures washing upon the shore."

Murmurs rose from the crowd. The priest continued. "These signs have not been forgotten. They are carved into stone and preserved in our sacred records."

Iktan looked at the faces of the people. There was fear in the eyes of many.

The priest spoke no more. But what he had said was enough. As the people left the temple, they were no longer talking only about the dead fish. Everyone was discussing the ancient signs.

When night fell, the riverbank was empty. The current moved silently through the darkness. The moonlight struck the surface of the water, creating faint glimmers upon the scales of the fish that had snagged on the shore. The bank, which had been filled with human voices throughout the day, now held only the sound of the water.

And the current slowly carried a few more new, dead fish toward the shore, unnoticed by 

Only a day had passed since the dead fish washed ashore, yet the atmosphere in the city had changed. People lowered their voices when they spoke, children were kept away from the riverbank, and most conversations in the market revolved around the same subject. No one used the word catastrophe, but everyone was thinking it.

Early in the morning, the roads leading to the temple square began to fill. Women carried incense burners, the elderly held their children’s hands tightly, and men moved toward the steps in the square. The priests' call had spread throughout the city in a short time. Prayers would be offered in the name of the gods, sacrifices would be made, and a ceremony would be held to purify the river once again.

Iktan was among the crowd with his mother. The high stone walls of the temple shimmered under the morning sun, and the giant statues standing on either side of the steps appeared as if they were silently watching the multitude. The square filled rapidly. When the priests appeared in their white ceremonial robes, people bowed their heads. The drums began to beat slowly. As the smoke of the incense rose into the air, a heavy scent enveloped the square.

When the eldest priest arrived in front of the altar, everyone fell silent. The man raised his hands to the heavens and began to recite a long prayer. Iktan did not understand most of the words. Neither did most of the people in the crowd. Yet, there was no need to understand. The people believed that those words would protect them.

After a while, the ceremony began. The priests offered fruits, grains, and various gifts to the gods. As the crowd prayed, the sound of the drums grew louder. Some people had closed their eyes. Others gazed at the altar with fear.

While the majority of the city was gathered at the temple that day, there was a different kind of activity behind the high walls in the north of the city. Inside the stone structures that appeared plain from the outside, young men and women were working around long tables. Star charts, stone slabs, and record tablets lay on the walls.

There was no sound of drums here. There was no scent of incense. There were no prayers either. There were only questions.

With the first light of the morning, small groups had prepared themselves. Each was given different tasks. Some would record celestial observations, some would examine the agricultural fields, and others would head along the river. One of the young men carefully checked the clay vessels placed before him.

Will samples be taken from the source region as well? he asked.

The elderly instructor across from him nodded. They will go all the way to the source.

Is that much necessary?

The old man thought for a moment. If something has changed, we must learn where it changed.

Several people in the room looked at one another. For the past two days, the same question had occupied everyone's mind. Why was the river changing?

Toward noon, the research teams set out. Some followed the current in small boats. Others walked along the shore. They carried clay vessels, recording tablets, and simple tools they used for measurements. One group took samples from the section of the river that passed through the city. Another group moved toward the upper regions. Each vessel was carefully marked, and the location where it was taken was recorded.

One of the young researchers took some water into his hand and examined it for a long time. At first glance, everything appeared normal. However, when the sunlight struck at a certain angle, a cloudiness that was difficult to perceive could be discerned within the water.

Do you see this? he asked.

The young woman beside him bowed her head. I see it.

Was this here before?

The woman did not answer. Because no one knew.

When evening came, the ceremonies at the temple had ended, and people had begun to return home. Many believed that the gods had heard their voices and that their prayers had been accepted. At the same hour, the research teams were also returning. They were carrying dozens of vessels of water with them.

As the city prepared for sleep, two different worlds were reflecting on the same event. On one side, people were searching for ways to appease the anger of the gods. On the other side, some believed they could find the cause of the change in the river.

No one knew the right answer yet.

There was not a single street left in the city where the dead fish were not the subject of conversation. Although several days had passed, people continued to talk about the river, debating whether the prayers offered in the temples would yield any results. However, the city was soon shaken by new tidings.

This time, the trouble was not in the river. Something strange was happening in the orchards of the AhKaan family, one of the wealthiest households in the city.

The orchards located in the south of the city had been renowned for their fertility for years. The trees bore fruit every season, workers would arrive from surrounding villages at harvest time, and the gardens would be the scene of activity lasting for days. Many viewed the abundance of this land as a blessing from the gods.

For this reason, the gardener who saw the first tree wither did not attach much importance to it. One of the old trees could have simply fallen ill. Such things happened.

But the next day, a second tree began to wither. The day after that, a third. Then a fourth.

Before a week had passed, a portion of the orchard had taken on a pale hue. The leaves lost their vibrant green appearance, the branches grew weak, and some fruit fell to the ground before ripening. When the head of the AhKaan family heard of this, he arrived at the orchard immediately. The old man studied the trees for a long time. He touched the trunks. He cupped the earth in his hands. He checked the irrigation channels.

He understood nothing. There was water. There was soil. The sun rose as it always had. But the trees continued to die.

The news spread through the city in a short time. Women working in the market began to associate this with the events at the river. Some said the gods were punishing the water first, then the land. Others believed this was the beginning of a greater catastrophe.

Iktan heard these rumors for the first time in the market. A fruit vendor was speaking of the withering trees, and the man across from him was recounting a nightmare he had seen the previous night.

First the fish died, the vendor said. Now the trees.

This is not normal.

If it were normal, would everyone be afraid?

Iktan listened in silence. In recent days, fear had been spreading through the city like an invisible mist. People lowered their voices when they spoke, associating every new event with ancient signs.

By the afternoon, a crowd had gathered again in the temple square. This time, the priests were speaking more cautiously. They were not making definitive explanations, only calling the people to prayer. However, the fear within the crowd was growing.

A woman began to wail aloud. Someone else knelt and prayed. A man was saying that he needed to take his family and go to his relatives in the countryside. Fear would sometimes spread faster than events themselves.

At the same hour, in the education center in the north of the city, new records were being prepared. The samples brought from the river were being examined, and every event that had occurred in recent days was being inscribed onto stone tablets. One of the young researchers paused while recording the information regarding the withering orchards.

Dead fish. He indicated the first line with his finger.

Withering trees. He touched the line below.

The young woman beside him looked at him. Do you think these are connected?

I do not know yet.

Perhaps they are not.

The young man nodded. Perhaps they are not.

But both of them were thinking the same thing. Events that appeared independent of one another had begun to increase in the city. And none of these events had been occurring only a few months ago.

As the evening sun disappeared on the horizon, the workers in the AhKaan family’s orchards watered the trees for the final time that day. The soil absorbed the water, the channels filled, and from the outside, everything began to look normal.

But when they arrived the following morning, they would see that a larger section of the orchard had faded. And as of yet, no one knew this.

When the news of the withering orchards settled into the city’s daily rhythm, people no longer spoke only of the river. The same question circulated in squares, markets, and house courtyards: What did these events, occurring one after another, signify?

There was no one to provide a definitive answer. Yet, everyone had an explanation. Some said the gods were angry. Others believed the priests needed to organize larger ceremonies. The more cautious chose to wait. Perhaps all of this would end in a few weeks. But as the days passed, the restlessness within the people continued to grow.

One evening, while Iktan was sitting in front of their home, his grandfather remained silent for a long time, staring at the sky. It was rare to see the old man behave this way. Normally, he would speak about everything and tell stories from the past. Finally, Iktan succumbed to his curiosity.

What are you looking at?

The old man did not take his eyes from the sky before answering.

Right there.

Iktan lifted his head. At first, he saw nothing. The sky was as it had always been. Thousands of stars shone within the darkness, and the moonlight fell upon the rooftops of the houses. Then, he noticed. Near the horizon, there was a small light that appeared brighter than the other stars.

A star.

Perhaps.

What do you mean, perhaps?

The old man shrugged. Stars do not change their positions.

Iktan looked again. Indeed, the light appeared different from the others. It was not very large, but it was striking.

Then what is it?

I don’t know yet.

The old man went inside this time. But the following night, the same light was seen again. And the night after that. People living in other parts of the city had begun to notice it as well. In the first few days, not many cared. Interesting things were always seen in the sky. However, as the days progressed, the number of those claiming the light had shifted its position increased.

One evening, several old men gathered in the market square were speaking about this subject. Iktan heard their conversation as he passed by them.

They used to tell of it when I was a child.

What did they tell of?

Comets.

The other man nodded. My grandfather mentioned them, too. He said he had actually seen one.

Iktan stopped and began to listen. One of the old men spoke, leaning on his cane.

He would speak of lights that wandered the heavens. People would mistake them for stars, but they were not stars.

And what would happen then?

The old man paused for a short while before answering.

I don’t know.

You don’t know?

I don't remember the part he told.

This answer unexpectedly relieved the crowd. People began to laugh. However, that night, many returned home and looked at the sky. The light was still there.

Behind the high walls in the north of the city, the same light had captured attention. Several young researchers working throughout the night climbed onto the stone observation platform. They were placing marks on the record tablets in their hands and noting the positions in the sky. One of their elderly instructors watched the stars in silence. One of the youths approached him.

Is it new?

Yes.

Is it dangerous?

The old man did not answer immediately. Everything seen in the sky is not dangerous.

But it is not ordinary either.

This time, the old man smiled. Everything that is not ordinary does not mean catastrophe.

The young researcher nodded. But both of them continued to keep records.

As the night progressed, the light in the sky became more distinct. It was not yet large enough to cause the public to panic. In fact, most people could have forgotten it within a few days. But some people would not forget. Some were thinking of the change in the river. Some, the withering trees. Others, the new guest in the sky. And for the first time, the fact that these events, which appeared independent of each other, had emerged in the same period began to disturb certain minds.

The bright light seen in the sky traveled silently above the city for a few days. Although most people continued with their daily tasks, the direction of their conversations had changed. The river, the dead fish, the withering orchards, and the guest in the sky were now being mentioned in the same sentences. No one knew if there was truly a connection between these events, but unknown things always drove people to similar thoughts.

On the day the rain arrived, the air began to change from the morning hours. Dark clouds covering the sky settled over the city like a heavy shroud. The sun did not show itself until noon. With the drop in temperature, people began to lift their heads and watch the sky. Rain was not expected in this season. At least, not rain this early and this intense.

As Iktan was returning from the market with his mother, the first drops began to fall. At the start, no one paid it any mind. But within a few minutes, the sky began to pour as if it had split open. People scurried to pack their stalls. Children ran home. The streets filled with water in a short time. The rain did not cease for hours.

The sound of raindrops striking the rooftops persisted throughout the night. The wind intensified at times, tossing the branches of the trees and creating howling noises in the narrow streets. Many people living in the city could not sleep until morning.

The next day, the rain had ceased, but it had left behind an unusual silence. The streets were filled with mud. Water channels had overflowed. Small ponds had formed in the gardens. Iktan wanted to go to the river as he always did. When he approached the bank, he stopped at the sight before him.

The river no longer resembled the river of a few days ago. The water looked darker. The reddish hue had become pronounced in parts of the current. The color change, which once only careful eyes could have noticed, was now discernible even from a distance. A few people approaching the bank said the same thing to one another.

The river has grown even redder.

Some thought this was caused by the mud brought by the rain. Others believed it was a new sign. Rumors in the city began to multiply once again. The priests serving in the temple called upon the people to remain calm, but the fear was no longer derived solely from the river. People had begun to view every new event as a harbinger of something greater that was approaching.

On the same day, there was intense work at the education center in the north of the city. For the first time, all the events that had occurred in recent weeks were being recorded in an orderly fashion. Young researchers were lining up water samples brought from different regions, inscribing their observations onto stone tablets, and adding dates.

One of the elderly instructors stood at the head of a large stone table, looking at the records before him. The first line contained the color change observed in the river. The following lines included the dead fish, the withering trees, and the recent rains. One of the young researchers left a new record in front of him.

Samples taken after the rain.

The old man examined the tablet carefully. Is there a difference?

We are not sure yet.

Yet.

The young man nodded. No one was sure. The information they possessed was very new. Everyone was seeking the answer to the same question, but as of yet, there were more questions than answers.

By the evening, the number of record tablets had increased. The majority of the people in the city were praying in the temples, listening to the words of the priests, and hoping that the gods would show mercy. Those at the education center, at the same hour, were comparing their observations, checking the dates, and attempting to understand the sequence of events.

As night fell, the bright guest in the sky appeared once again. The clouds had dispersed. The light looked more distinct than on previous days. The river flowed silently, and the darkening waters reflected the moonlight. As the city prepared for sleep, no one knew that this was only the beginning.

Following the rains, the restlessness in the city had grown a little more. The redness in the river had not vanished; on the contrary, it had become more pronounced in some regions. Reports regarding the withering orchards also continued to arrive. The public discussed all of these in the temples, passing the ancient signs described by the priests to one another and making predictions about the coming days. In those same days, a different kind of preparation was underway at the training center of the Chosen.

When the records collected in recent weeks were gathered together, it was seen that some regions were affected more than others. Especially the samples taken from the section of the river passing through the city were remarkable. For this reason, it was decided that a small group consisting of young researchers would conduct an investigation along the river.

There were four people in the team that set out before the sun rose in the morning. They carried record tablets, clay vessels, and simple tools they used for measurement. Their purpose was to examine the regions through which the river passed and to investigate if there was any detail that had been overlooked before.

Toward noon, they reached the stone processing areas outside the city. This was a place not frequented by ordinary people. The stones necessary for the city’s new temples, palaces, and monuments were prepared here. The sounds of mallets, which could be heard even from afar, filled the air, and dozens of workers were working ceaselessly to cut and shape large blocks of stone.

As the young researchers approached, they noticed the change in the air. Dust had spread everywhere. A thin layer of white mist hung over the area where the stones were processed. The hair, shoulders, and clothing of the workers were covered in white dust. When the wind blew, these dust particles were driven toward the surrounding plants and soil.

One of the youths crouched down and took some of the soil into his hand. The ground appeared firmer than usual. Another looked at the surrounding vegetation. Some of the shrubs located near the stone processing area had turned yellow. The leaves of a few trees did not look healthy.

Had an investigation been conducted in this region before? asked the young female researcher.

Her friend beside her nodded. As far as I know, no.

They walked for a while longer.

Small water channels were located near the sections where the stones were washed. Muddy tracks formed during the rains showed that these channels had overflowed into the surrounding area. The researchers began to examine the surroundings with care.

One of the youths leaned over and looked at the roots of a withered plant. This does not look normal. The others gathered around him. The soil around the plant was covered with a light colored layer. The same sight existed in other spots nearby. No one reached a conclusion immediately. They did not know what this meant. However, for the first time, they were inside a place that could have a direct connection to the changes in the river.

On the way back, no one spoke much. Everyone was weighing what they had seen in their minds. When they reached the education center in the evening, they placed the samples they had collected next to the other records. After remaining silent for a long time, one of the elderly instructors glanced at the tablets.

The river. He looked at the first record. Dead fish. Then the next. The withering trees. He then turned toward the new samples brought from the stone processing areas. The young people in the room waited to see what he would say. But the old man did not hurry.

We know nothing yet, he said finally. But there is a new place we must look at now.

As the night progressed, the people living in the city continued to pray in the temples, watched the bright guest in the sky, and awaited the signs the gods would send. At the same hours, a few people at the education center were examining the samples brought from the stone processing areas. For the first time, the possibility that the answers to some questions might be hidden not in the heavens, but in things created by human hands, had begun to appear in their minds.

While the samples brought by the young researchers returning from the stone processing areas were being examined at the education center, a completely different preparation was taking place in the city. The events that had taken place in recent weeks had begun to connect in people’s minds. First, the redness in the river had appeared, then dead fish had washed upon the shores, and then the trees in the orchards known for their abundance had begun to wither. The bright guest seen in the sky had further magnified the fears, and the majority of the public had begun to seek answers in the temple.

For this reason, the priests decided to organize a great ceremony. The news spread throughout the city within a few days. People began to flock to the temple square from the early hours of the morning. The square filled in a short time. When there was no room left on the steps, many people had to wait in the surrounding streets. The scent of incense mixed into the air, and the slow rhythm of the drums created a heavy pressure upon the crowd.

Iktan was among those who came with his mother. He had attended many ceremonies before, but this time the atmosphere was different. People had come not only to pray, but also to find meaning for their fears. Everyone was wondering what the priests would say.

When the sun took its place at the zenith, movement began on the top step of the temple. One of the elderly priests appeared with two assistants. In the assistants’ hands was an ancient stone chest that no one had seen for a long time. The crowd
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