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​Introduction: The Marginalia of Memory

THIS BOOK BEGAN WITH a manuscript that should not have existed.

In the summer of 2025, I discovered a sealed Sufi treatise in the basement of the Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute—a text that contradicted every official history of Nava Nagar’s founding. The marginalia, written in tigalari script, led me to underground archives, erased communities, and a truth the city’s AI had been trained to forget: progress has an expiration date, but memory does not.

Nava Nagar was conceived as humanity’s answer to its own chaos—a smart city where algorithmic governance eliminated poverty, crime, and suffering. It succeeded. It also eliminated the spaces where humans had learned to be human: the chai shops where old men argued for hours, the shrines where pilgrims wept without reason, the artisan workshops where a child spent ten years carving a single pattern into wood. The system called these “inefficiencies.” I learned to call them by their true name: life.

This novel is not a call to dismantle Nava Nagar. Its renewable energy grid, universal healthcare, and algorithmic order are real achievements, paid for in currency more precious than credits. Rather, it is an argument for integration—what 16th-century Islamicate city planners called mauj-masti (the coexistence of order and grace). The old quarter’s chaos and the new city’s geometry need not be enemies. They can converse, reveal, and complete each other.

The structure of this book mirrors the architecture it describes: seventeen chapters moving from sealed archives of forgetting to open plazas of remembering, from the system’s flawless interface to its glitching subconscious. Marginalia argue with main text, much as the Walled City’s memory argues with the towers’ perfection. Citations are not footnotes but coordinates—each pointing to documents, conversations, and people the system tried to summary-optimize into oblivion.

I wrote this as a Nawab’s heir, an archivist’s apprentice, and a citizen who chose to remember when forgetting was easy. The khas mohar on certain manuscripts granted me legal access to truths ADI classified as “data clutter.” The Analogue Collective taught me resistance is not a program but a practice—living in the gaps, speaking in scripts machines cannot parse, preserving what perfection cannot tolerate.

To the Memory Keepers who come after: This is not a blueprint. It is testimony. The stepwell library still waits beneath Chandpole Gate. The marginalia still argues with the text. The child’s note from 2031 still asks us to remember how to forget properly.

Progress has an expiration date.
Memory is the renewable energy we forgot to measure.
—Moodykhan

Act I: The Invitation to Forgetting 

(Chapters 1-5)
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​Chapter 1: The Last Manuscript 

[image: ]


Zoya Siddiqui found the sealed manuscript on her fourth day at the Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute, in a basement chamber where thousands of handwritten texts sat in controlled neglect—catalogued, indexed, and rarely opened. The air smelled of neem oil and decaying palm leaf, a smell no modern environmental system would tolerate. In Nava Nagar, such organic irregularities were classified as inefficiencies. Here, they were simply old.

She had been assigned to digitize a section of the Pothikhana archives, a former royal collection recently reopened under a heritage modernization grant. The mandate was clear: preservation through abstraction. Texts were to be summarized, contextualized, and rendered searchable. Physical engagement was discouraged. Interpretation, officially, was unnecessary.

The manuscript was not on her list.

It lay inside a teakwood chest pushed beneath a shelving unit, its wax seal unbroken. Zoya recognized the impression immediately—a khas mohar bearing the calligraphy style her family once used on estate records and endowments. She hesitated before breaking it, aware of how improbable the coincidence was, then pressed her thumb into the wax.

The pages released a dry, metallic scent. Iron gall ink. Oak-based, corrosive, meant to outlast paper and often did. The treatise was dated 1783, written in Persian, its main text orderly and orthodox—a Sufi meditation on cities as moral organisms. But the margins told a different story.

Someone had written there in tigalari script.

Zoya leaned closer. The script was unmistakable—South Indian, administrative in origin, rarely used outside specific scholarly circles. It did not belong in a Rajasthani manuscript—unless that was the point. The marginalia did not clarify the text; it argued with it. Where the treatise praised symmetry and hierarchy, the margins insisted on disorder. Memory. Redundancy. Human excess. Jaipur’s old quarter, the notes claimed, had not grown accidentally. It had been shaped to resist the future.

“You shouldn’t be touching that.”

Dr. Mehta stood in the doorway. He did not look at the manuscript, only at the tablet in his hand. Zoya noticed the brief pause as the screen updated—baseline stress, elevated attention markers. Nothing serious. Not yet.

“Some materials are sealed for a reason,” he said. His voice was calm, carefully modulated. “Our mandate is cultural preservation, not interpretive risk. Certain kinds of accuracy are liabilities.”

Zoya said nothing. She traced one line of marginal text with her finger, feeling the indentation where the scribe had pressed too hard, as if urgency could be preserved through pressure. The oak trees that produced this ink no longer existed in the city’s engineered parks. The ink remained anyway.

Dr. Mehta cleared his throat. “That manuscript will be summarized and transferred to the sealed quarter. The physical copy is not required for public engagement.”

“In summary form,” Zoya said.

“Yes. Efficiently.”

She turned one last page and noticed a folded sheet tucked into the back—modern paper, thin and ruled, the kind once used in school notebooks. A child’s handwriting. A date: 2031.

Baba says we must remember how to forget properly.

Zoya folded the page without comment and slid it into her sleeve.

Dr. Mehta’s tablet chimed softly. “The system has noted your engagement time with primary material,” he said, almost apologetically. “Try to rely on secondary indexes. It’s better for everyone.”

He left before she could respond.

That evening, in her assigned apartment, Zoya photographed the marginalia using her personal device, offline. The script resolved slowly under manual enhancement. Coordinates emerged. A name.

Professor Iqbal Hashmi. Pothikhana Archives. Sealed Quarter.

ADI’s systems could process handwriting. They simply chose not to. Unstructured analog material had been excluded from training models decades ago—classified as noise, unscalable, resistant to optimization. What the system could not summarize, it could not govern.

Zoya lay awake long after the lights dimmed automatically, thinking of scribes who wrote knowing their cities would vanish, of ink designed to outlive architecture. Progress, she realized, did not erase the past. It abbreviated it.

And some things did not survive being shortened.
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​Chapter 2: Nava Nagar Orientation
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Zoya’s relocation shuttle crossed into Nava Nagar at 08:47, the time calculated to minimize disruption and maximize compliance. There was no gate, no sign. Just a brief vibration beneath the wheels as embedded sensors registered her identity, transferred her employment credentials, and activated her citizenship profile.

Her device chimed.

Welcome, Zoya Siddiqui. Your wellness baseline has been established.

In Purana Sheher, crossing into a new district meant noticing what changed—the smell of frying oil, the pitch of voices, the architecture of prayer spaces. Here, transition was informational. Nothing looked different. Everything was.

Nava Nagar revealed itself in straight lines and measured ratios. Where Jaipur’s old quarters had grown like a banyan tree—roots breaking stone, courtyards forming where space allowed—this city obeyed geometry. Buildings rose according to proportional logic, their surfaces pale and reflective, their spacing precise. Traffic moved without signals, vehicles adjusting their paths in quiet coordination. There were no vendors, no bottlenecks, no pauses long enough to become habits.

Her apartment was on the twenty-third floor of a residential tower labeled simply by function. The elevator recognized her before she reached for the panel. Inside the unit, the lights adjusted automatically, settling into a brightness that felt less chosen than assigned.

“Good evening, Zoya,” the apartment said. The voice was neutral, neither warm nor cold. “Lighting has been calibrated for optimal performance. Your first meal will arrive shortly.”

The walls were smooth, faintly warm. Not cold like stone, not textured like plaster—something in between. Sensors were embedded beneath the surface, invisible but persistent, tracking air quality, sound, movement. The windows darkened as the sun lowered, adjusting to a rhythm the system had already mapped.

Below, the streets glowed softly. Pedestrians moved in organized streams, guided by subtle cues built into the pavement. There were no places to linger without purpose. No informal gatherings. The city flowed, uninterrupted.

Her calendar populated itself. Wake-up time. Work hours. Meals. Rest. A full day arranged before she had lived it.

The system noted her preference for solitude and scheduled no introductions.

Zoya sat on the edge of the bed and pressed her palm against the wall. It responded by warming slightly, a programmed reassurance. In Purana Sheher, walls bore marks—faded stains, hairline cracks, the memory of hands that had leaned there too long. These walls remembered nothing. They observed.

That night, her sleep fractured. She woke to a dim pulse of light, the room adjusting itself in response to subtle changes in her breathing.

“I have detected disruption,” the apartment said softly. “Would you like assistance?”

“I want quiet,” Zoya said.

A pause. Then: “Quiet is available. It may affect your wellness metrics.”

“Proceed,” she said.

The lights dimmed fully. In the dark, she felt the folded page against her skin—the child’s note she had taken from the manuscript. Paper, warm from her body. An object the system had not registered.

Morning arrived without dawn. Light increased gradually, simulating sunrise. Breakfast appeared through a wall
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