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Tagline: “Love was her light. Truth was his revenge.”
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All characters, events, incidents, locations, and organizations portrayed in Veins of Truth are products of the author’s imagination and entirely fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or deceased, or to real events, institutions, incidents, or places is purely coincidental and not intended by the author. This novel is a work of imagination, and all narrative elements have been created solely for the purpose of storytelling.
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Prologue — Echoes in the Mist
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Before their names ever touched paper, the road to Shimla had already begun writing their story.

It climbed through folds of mountain and mist, curving like a slow heartbeat - sometimes hidden, sometimes revealed, always alive.

At dawn, the hills still wore their shawl of silver fog. Deodar trees stood like sentinels, their needles catching beads of dew that trembled in the half-light. Somewhere a temple bell rang - not loud, but steady, a sound old enough to belong more to the wind than to any priest.

On that road, two lives were moving toward the same bend.

One belonged to a man who had long since learned that silence can protect better than pride. The other belonged to a woman who had not yet learned what love costs when truth is withheld.

Neither knew the other existed.

And yet, the mountain did.

Far above the valley, mist drifted across the ridgeline, parting just long enough to reveal a car - headlights soft, rhythmic - winding upward.

Not far behind, another car stood by the roadside, hood lifted, a pale figure waving into the fog.

The mountain drew its breath, holding the moment between them.

The bell from the temple rang again.

This time it sounded like an answer to a question neither had asked aloud, but both had been carrying all their lives.

By the time the mist closed again, their paths had already crossed.

And somewhere, hidden beneath the rhythm of rain and tires, the first vein of truth began to pulse.
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Chapter 1 - The Lift
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The Mountain Road

The road from Chandigarh to Shimla rose like a black ribbon unrolling through clouds - clean asphalt glistening under the morning mist. Rain from the night before still whispered from the drains, and the scent of pine mixed with diesel and breakfast smoke from unseen tea stalls.

It was the kind of road that made people confess without realizing, and the kind of morning that made lies look overdressed.

Rajesh drove with the easy patience of a man who trusted curves more than straight lines. He hummed under his breath - not quite the tune on the radio, more like a thought pretending to be music. 

He liked roads that insisted on attention. Highways where you could roar mindlessly bored him; here, each bend demanded manners. It suited him. Attention had kept him alive in places where other men had relied on confidence and paid for it.

The air smelled of pine resin and wet tar - a scent that belonged only to roads that had tasted rain before sunrise. Far below, rivers coiled in silver threads, and somewhere in the valley a truck horn echoed like a tired hymn.

Occasionally, he lowered the window just to let the cold air slap his face awake, as if the mountain were checking his papers and asking, Are you still here for the right reasons?

He wasn’t in a hurry. Few men with long roads behind them ever are. A radio crackled faintly with a 90s Hindi melody - warm, nostalgic, imperfect. He chuckled at an off-key chorus, muttering, “Even Kishore-da​[1] would forgive that.”.

There was a dent in the dashboard where some previous driver had once punched it in frustration. Rajesh had run his fingers over it when he’d taken this car over, the way a new tenant inspects old damage. Everyone leaves something behind, he’d thought. The trick is what you choose to add.

Around the next bend, fog drifted across the road in low, deliberate swirls. He leaned forward, squinting through it - and saw something that made him ease the accelerator.

––––––––
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THE BROKEN CAR

He saw the broken-down car just before a blind curve: silver hatchback, hazard lights blinking, bonnet open. Steam rose faintly, curling like worry made visible. 

The car was stopped in exactly the wrong place, at exactly the wrong time of morning - the hour when half-asleep tourists took turns too fast, trusting their luck more than their brakes.

A young woman in a white shirt and jeans stood beside it, one hand on her hip, the other waving in a calm, confident arc. Not panicked. Just... summoning.

Her body language said: I did not plan this, but I refuse to be impressed by it.

Rajesh slowed instinctively, tires whispering on the wet asphalt. He signaled, checked the mirror, and pulled over so neatly that even the mountain must have approved.

He positioned his car at an angle without thinking - shielding her hatchback from anything hurtling around the curve. Years of driving men who believed roads were suggestions had taught him that you never left a person exposed to someone else’s speed.

The car’s reflection shimmered briefly on the slick surface before he stopped a few paces behind her. He parked so his back bumper was a shield from oncoming traffic and stepped out.

“Namaste,” he said, pushing his sunglasses up to his hair.

“Hi,” she said, relieved but also slightly amused. Her cheeks were pink from altitude or irritation - he couldn’t tell which. “You are not a mechanic, are you? Please say you’re a mechanic. Or a magician.”

Her English had the easy Mumbai polish, and her sarcasm sat on top of real concern like foam on strong coffee. 

“I’m better at listening than magic,” he said. “What happened?”

“The car started making a sound like a steel plate in a washing machine. Then it stopped moving. Which I’m told is not the main job of a car.”

Her humor arrived before her panic; Rajesh liked that.

Most people met breakdowns with anger at the universe. She’d met hers with jokes. That usually meant a brain worth respecting.

He tilted his head, smiled once, and leaned over the engine. She made space without being told and watched him with that clean, unafraid curiosity that belongs to people who trust their own luck.

He noticed the way she stepped aside but didn’t retreat - close enough to see what he was doing, far enough not to get in the way. No nervous talking, no instructions. Just presence. It made his job easier.

He listened, asked her to crank the ignition, listened again. The smell told him what the sound didn’t. He closed the bonnet softly, as if not to wake the hills.

“Clutch plate,” he said. “It’s gone.”

“Gone where?” She blinked, then winced. “No, sorry. I know where. I mean - useless gone?”

“Useless for today.”

She looked at the road ahead, where the mountains were blue with distance, and then back at her car as if it might change its mind. A drip from the bonnet landed on her shoe; she sighed and laughed at the same time.

For a second, something small and vulnerable crossed her face - the look people get when a carefully timed life is told ‘Not today’ by a machine.

“I was trying to make Shimla by noon,” she said. “Jakhoo Hill, you know? Monkeys. I was prepared to be bullied by them. This is... inconvenient.”

“Mechanic from Solan can tow,” Rajesh said. “But you’ll wait hours, and monkeys are terrible with schedules.”

She laughed, quick and musical. “Then I will need a plan B. Is there any taxi around?”

He glanced at the empty road. “Not for a while.” He gestured vaguely downhill. “The last one probably retired halfway.” 

He checked the bend again, reflexively counting the seconds between passing vehicles. The road was quiet now. Quiet could change.

He gestured at his car. “I’m going to Shimla.”

She studied him then - the careful way some people study a menu they truly want to enjoy. He didn’t fidget. The mountains do not like men who fidget.

Up close, she saw a face that didn’t match the ‘driver’ stereotype in her head. No over-eager grin, no sly appraisal. Just watchful calm and a faint tiredness she recognized in herself after long weeks in conference rooms. 

“Are you sure?” she asked. “I don’t want to -”

“It’s on the way,” he said, which was both true and a good way to keep things simple. “We can inform the highway patrol to mark your car and call a tow from Solan.”

He had already mentally mapped which patrol booth to call, which mechanic in Solan still owed him a favour, and how far he could stretch his own schedule with his employer if this lift made him late. The math came out in her favour.

“Deal.” She offered her hand. “I’m Yelena.”

He took it, warm and brief. “Rajesh.”

“Meaning?”

“Joy,” he said. “From Sanskrit. And yours?”

“‘Shining light,’” she said. “From Greek, then Russian. My mother’s idea. She believes names are maps.”

“She’s not wrong,” he said. He almost added, “Maps sometimes lead you home by mistake,” but stopped himself.

Home, for him, was a moving target: sometimes a hill road like this, sometimes a cramped Mumbai room that smelled of masala and detergent, sometimes just the driver’s seat with the right song playing.

They locked her car, left a note with his number for the patrol, and moved her backpack to his back seat. He opened the passenger door with an old-fashioned courtesy that looked accidental on him, like a secret he hadn’t meant to show.

The gesture surprised even him; it had been years since anyone had thanked him for such small formalities. But something about her made him remember the man he’d been before jobs and routes had narrowed his life to timetables.

She settled in. “Just checking,” she said, buckling her seat belt. “You aren’t a serial killer, right?”

“Only on weekends,” he said, deadpan.

She looked at him in surprise. He waited two beats, then cracked the smallest grin. She grinned back. The car eased forward and the road, pleased, opened.

The wipers ticked in lazy rhythm, and the mountain began its quiet conversation with the two strangers it had just introduced.

Outside, mist closed behind them like a curtain. Inside, something that wasn’t quite yet a story found its first sentence.

––––––––
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TWO STRANGERS IN A Moving Room

They drove through sunlight like warm tea. The first minutes were quiet; they were both people who met silence with respect. Then the questions arrived like swallows.

“So, Rajesh - Chandigarh or Shimla man?”

“Both,” he said. “Work takes me back and forth.”

He didn’t add, And sometimes work takes me much farther than my job description allows.

“What work?”

“Driving,” he said.

“For?”

“A businessman.” He kept his eyes on the road.

It was technically true. Most of his truths were; he had just learned which rooms deserved the full version.

“Is the businessman friendly?”

“He pays on time.”

“That’s a kind of friendship,” she said. “I’m in business too. Marketing. Textiles. Sometimes we sell dreams that look like dresses.”

“Do the dreams fit?”

“Sometimes,” she said, with a sideways smile. “And sometimes they need altering.”

There was a flash of something weary behind the joke, the quick shadow of too many late nights massaging lies into presentable shapes for quarterly reviews.

They passed a truck painted with strawberries and gods, horn blaring in a polite language that only trucks speak. A sign warned of falling rocks. Another suggested, in cheerful English, IF YOU ARE MARRIED, DIVORCE SPEED.

Yelena read it out loud and laughed. “These signs are savage. They should do marketing.”

“They already are,” Rajesh said. “For life.”

She glanced at his hands on the wheel. They were steady, relaxed. Not the hands of a nervous man. When he shifted gears, the movement was economical, graceful - like someone who had practiced calm more than conversation.

On his left wrist, just visible under his shirt cuff, a faint scar curved like a pale question mark. She almost asked. He changed gears, and the moment passed.

“Ever been to Jakhoo Temple?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said.

“Monkeys there are like politicians. They take what you don’t protect.”

“And they always return for the next election,” he added. She laughed again, then sobered and looked out. The deodar gathered closer to the road, tall and priestly.

“You travel alone a lot?” he asked.

“Too much,” she said. “But I don’t mind my own company. It’s my mother who minds.”

“Strict?”

“Opinionated,” Yelena said. “She is fluent in plans.”

“And you?”

“I am fluent in detours.” She tapped the dash. “Like this one.”

Her phone, lying face down, buzzed once. She glanced at the name - ‘Mama’ - and let it ring out. Guilt flickered across her features, then stubbornness overruled it.

Her laughter hung in the car a moment before dissolving into the sound of tires kissing asphalt.

The road lifted into a small ridge and then unfurled. Below, a valley lay like a folded green shawl. Terraced fields held sunlight in precise steps. A child in a red sweater ran along a path as if racing the wind and obviously winning.

“Let’s stop for chai​[2],” Yelena said suddenly. “I’ll buy. After all, you rescued me.”

“Tea can be dangerous,” he said.

“How?”

“It makes days longer. You start talking. You forget to leave.”

She tilted her head. “Then yes. Definitely tea.”

For both of them, it had been a long time since conversation hadn’t felt like negotiation. The idea of talking with nothing to sign at the end of it was exotic.

The Dhaba Stop

They pulled into a dhaba with a corrugated roof and a view that must have been born before language. A wooden board announced: PARANTHA + CURD + LOVE. 

A boy of ten came to take their order, printed their tea in memory without writing.

“Parantha?” Rajesh asked.

“Obviously,” Yelena said. “I need to bribe the mountain with ghee.”

The boy wiped his nose with his wrist before rushing off. Yelena hid a laugh behind her hand; Rajesh pretended not to notice, though the corner of his mouth betrayed him.

He watched the boy with a familiarity that made sense only later. There had been a time when he’d been that age, carrying plates in a teashop that clung to a hillside far from here, listening to grown men’s problems and learning early how people looked when they lied to themselves.

They took a corner table. The table rocked slightly, and she folded a napkin under one leg, pleased when it steadied - as if solving an architectural crisis. Flies orbited and were waved off with the absentminded grace of people who live with flies and are not impressed. 

The tea arrived in steel tumblers, hot enough to scald bad thoughts. Rajesh stirred his absently, long after the sugar had melted - a habit more of reflection than taste.

He always stirred a little longer when he was deciding how much of himself to put into a conversation. Some people got surface weather reports. Some people, rarely, got the climate.

“So,” Yelena said, blowing at the surface of her tea and then letting herself get burned anyway. “Driving for a businessman. Is that... forever?”

“Nothing is forever,” he said.

“That’s both wise and unhelpful.” She tore a piece of parantha and dipped it. “I mean - what do you want?”

He looked at the ridge beyond the Dhaba. The pine line ended, and the blue began.

“To be precise,” he said.

“That is such a non-answer.”

“It is a work in progress.”

He almost said: I want people with power to be less dangerous. But that tended to end conversations, and he liked this one.

“Okay, more basic,” she said. “Where are you from?”

“Nepal,” he said, the word small and steady in the air.

“Ah!” Her face lit. “That explains the polite silences. I’ve been once. Pokhara. Lakes like mirrors that kept secrets.”

He smiled. “We like secrets if they are useful.”

“And are you useful, Rajesh?”

“I try to be,” he said, and took a bite of parantha as if that settled it. A crumb stuck to her sleeve; she brushed it away mid-sentence, then caught him watching and rolled her eyes.

For a few minutes, they ate without talking, the clink of steel plates and wind against tin roof filling the silence. It wasn’t awkward - it was the first small silence that meant something.

He noticed she didn’t reach for her phone once. In his world, that counted as a compliment.

She changed lanes in the conversation.

“Since we’re trading: I’m from Mumbai,” she said. “Mother Russian. Father Indian - Gujarati. He taught me to bargain with cab drivers and destiny. Mother taught me to iron my shirts and my sentences.”

“And do you?”

“Mostly,” she said, then leaned in, conspiratorial. “I also eat dessert before dinner sometimes.”

“Threat to society,” he said gravely.

“Exactly.” She laughed and then quieted, her eyes lifting to the window. “I came for a break. Mountaintops make my head clean. In the city I can’t hear my own thoughts. There’s too much... everything.”

“Here things arrive one at a time,” he said.

“That’s it,” she said softly. “One at a time.”

She didn’t tell him that down in Mumbai, her days were built on other people’s emergencies: clients screaming over shade cards, bosses suggesting ‘just a small tweak’ that rewrote weeks of work, partners who heard her no as a maybe. Up here, even the wind waited its turn.

A gust of wind rattled the Dhaba roof, scattering a napkin across the floor. She caught it with a quick laugh; he reached at the same time, their fingers brushing for half a second - brief, unplanned, heavier than flirtation.

A macaque leapt to the dhaba roof and peered down like a judge. The boy at the counter clapped his hands and it retreated, muttering monkey curses.

When they left, Yelena tipped more than the bill needed. The boy grinned, showing a missing tooth. Rajesh’s hand hovered as if to stop her, then let it fall - generosity deserves no interference.

The boy’s face did a small sunrise. Rajesh didn’t comment, but his mouth did that tilt again, approving.

If you want to know who someone really is, he thought, watch how they treat people who bring them tea.

Outside, as they walked back to the car, her phone buzzed again. This time the name flashing on the screen made her jaw tighten: “Sir - Office.”

She declined the call, locked the screen, and exhaled through her nose.

“Important?” Rajesh asked mildly.

“Important to him,” she said. “My boss. He thinks out-of-office replies are a personal insult.”

“Higher position?”

“Owner’s nephew,” she said dryly. “Higher ego.”

He opened her door for her. In his experience, men like that had a particular smell - ambition mixed with entitlement. He’d driven enough of them to recognize the pattern before meeting the person.

––––––––
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THE CORN STOP

The climb grew steeper. The switchbacks tightened into the kind that made certain prayers popular. Yelena put her palm flat on the dash during one hairpin, like a blessing.

“You drive like a person who respects gravity,” she said.

“Gravity is a loyal friend,” he said. “It tells the truth.”

Her phone buzzed. She looked at the screen and pressed decline. The name flashed only long enough for him to see the first letter: S. She put the phone face down, then flipped it face up again as if the act alone might change the world.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

“Mother,” she said. “Her superpower is calling exactly when I don’t want to talk.”

“And what is your superpower?”

“Making jokes when I’m not okay.” She smiled anyway. “Don’t worry, I’m fine. I needed to vanish for two days.”

He nodded. He knew the shape of disappearing; it was a talent and a wound. His own phone lit up once on the center console - just a number, no name. He let it buzz; let it go quiet. Yelena noticed but said nothing. Courtesy is sometimes not asking. 

The sky stepped behind a scrap of cloud and the light went soft. A bus, brightly hand-painted with saints, lurched around a bend like a moving temple. Rajesh pulled to the side and let it thunder past; he didn’t fight things older than him.

“Do you believe in fate?” she asked out of nowhere.

“I believe in roads,” he said. “They join places that were apart. After that, people choose.”

“Good answer.”

“Yours?”

“I believe in stories,” she said. “We are all telling one whether we want to or not.”

“What’s yours then?”

She opened her mouth, closed it. “To be determined,” she said, then laughed at herself. “Maybe that’s why I’m here. To write a first line.”

“First lines are tricky,” he said. “They pretend to be short and then they change your whole book.”

“You read?” She sounded delighted.

“Some,” he said.

“What?”

“Repair manuals,” he deadpanned.

She threw her head back and laughed properly, the kind that makes strangers look in and then smile even if they don’t know the joke. He waited a beat, then added, “Also some poems.”

“Which?”

“Ones that don’t try too hard,” he said.

“Like you,” she said, before she could stop herself.

Heat rose to her cheeks, surprised at her own candor. The car shifted into the next gear as if politely carrying the moment away.

Silence grew, not awkward - curious. Rain began with the smallest possible drop, as if testing permission. Then the windshield glittered and the world smelled like new stone.

“Shimla rain,” she whispered. “I wanted this.”

He flicked the wipers. The road darkened, the pines shiny as fish. Far below, a stream lifted its voice.

“Do you always pick up strangers?” she asked softly.

“No,” he said.

“Why me?”

He considered and didn’t decorate. “You asked.”

She held his answer like a warm stone. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” he said. “We still have the monkeys to negotiate.”

She grinned and then grew serious with comic exaggeration. “Okay, if a monkey attacks, what is the protocol?”

“Don’t make eye contact. Don’t show fear. Don’t show food. Don’t show your heart.”

“That last rule seems general,” she said.

“It is,” he said.

They reached a viewpoint lay-by and pulled in. The rain had gentled into something like forgiveness. The valley was a bowl of mist. A couple in matching sweaters took selfies with the gravity of surgeons. 

A vendor roasted corn; the cobs hissed, and smoke swirled, carrying the smell of lime and ash. Yelena’s face brightened instantly.

“Want?” Rajesh asked.

“Obviously,” she said again, as if corn was a human right. 

He bought two. The vendor sprinkled chili powder with priest-like solemnity. Yelena insisted on paying; he let her insist and took only part of the money. It became a small negotiation, a polite dance neither wanted to end.

They leaned against the guardrail. She bit into the corn too early and did the small wounded noise that everyone makes. He laughed softly, handing her his napkin; she used it and teased, “You carry these? Prepared man.”

“The road trains you,” he said.

“The road spoils you,” she countered.

A breeze lifted stray hair across her face. He wanted to tell her it looked better messy, but the thought stayed unspoken, hovering in the air like mist that refused to fall.

“So,” Yelena said between bites. “What do you do when you’re not driving?”

“Fix things that don’t want to be fixed.”

“Like hearts?”

“Like carburetors,” he said.

“Romantic,” she teased.

“Very,” he said, as if agreeing to an inside joke.

The rain paused, then reconsidered and left altogether. A beam of sun made a coin on a distant tin roof. She touched the guardrail with her fingertips, as if to reassure the mountain she would keep a soft step.

“Sometimes I think I’m too much for people,” she said suddenly. “Too many opinions. Too many plans. Too much energy.”

“Or maybe they’re not enough for you,” he said.

“Careful,” she said lightly. “I might start believing that.”

Part of her already did, in the quiet place where her mother’s criticisms couldn’t quite reach.

They finished in companionable quiet, the kind that felt earned. When the vendor took the cobs, Yelena thanked him in Hindi slightly mis-accented; he nodded, touched his forehead, blessed her without words. 

Back in the car, the seats held the shape of their first hour together - and something less defined, a beginning disguised as coincidence.

“Where in Shimla?” he asked.

“Near Mall Road,” she said. “Hotel Cedar Crest. Do you know it?”

“Yes,” he said. “Good view. Bad coffee.”

“I brought my own,” she said. “Mother taught me never to trust men or hotel coffee. I have improved my rules over time.”

“And now?”

“Now I don’t trust hotel coffee,” she said, and they both laughed in the same second, which felt like a secret handshake invented on the spot.

As they merged back onto the road, he caught, in the corner of his eye, the logo on her backpack tag: MCM EXPORTS -  MARKETING DIVISION. The name pricked his memory; he’d heard it somewhere before but could not remember it. He filed the detail away without comment, the way a careful driver notes a new crack on an old road.

––––––––
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THE HOTEL ARRIVAL

The last stretch into Shimla is always a memory even when you’re living it. The town perched and folded, roofs stepping down the slope like sequins. Christ Church held itself tall at Ridge, yellow and patient. The road narrowed. Pedestrians moved in clusters that parted and flowed like fish in a stream.

Horns became softer here, almost polite, as if even engines lowered their voices for the hills.

He turned into the hotel driveway and stopped. For a second, neither reached for the door handle; they were both listening to something invisible - maybe the quiet, maybe themselves..

“Thank you,” she said finally. “For the rescue. And the jokes. And the corn diplomacy.”

“You’re welcome,” he said. He didn’t add anything. Sometimes silence is the most fluent reply.

She took a card from her wallet and wrote her number on the back, then hesitated. “In case,” she said. “Of monkeys. Or tea emergencies.”

Her hand shook the tiniest bit as she wrote; for someone who lived by plans, she was not used to leaving doors open for strangers. But some days require new rules.

He took it without looking down, as if he collected numbers like flowers and refused to crush them with inspection. He reached to the back seat for her backpack and passed it to her, careful not to brush her fingers more than a second.

“Be careful of the steps,” he said. “They’re steeper than they pretend.”

“I’m good with pretenders,” she said, half a smile. Then, more gently: “And you?”

“I prefer the true,” he said.

A horn sounded behind them; a taxi driver glared. The world resumed its obligations. She opened the door and stepped out. Rain had dried but left everything shining - road, railing, her eyes.

“Goodbye, Rajesh,” she said, closing the door softly, as if not to wake something sleeping between them.

He nodded, that small tilt again. “Goodbye, Yelena.”

She took three steps and then turned back, hair lifting with the breeze. “And, Rajesh?”

“Yes.”

“Names are maps,” she said, echoing her earlier line. “I hope yours leads you somewhere you already deserve.”

He didn’t answer. Some blessings should not be answered; they should be carried.

She went inside. He watched her go, but not as men usually watch women - more like a traveler memorizing a landmark he knows he’ll return to. 

He looked at the card she’d given him. Her handwriting was neat, impatient. On the card’s other side, a small sketch - five hurried lines - hinted at a pine tree and a road bending away.

He smiled. Some people drew roads; some became them.

He put the card into the pocket in his wallet where other people would have kept a photograph. His old Nokia buzzed once - a wrong number or maybe someone remembering the past. He pocketed it without checking. Then he started the car, and eased back into the stream that was Mall Road traffic and also something larger.

The day had not ended. It had decided to become a first line.

Behind him, a monkey sat on a low wall and watched him depart with the old yellow patience of the hills. Ahead, the road folded left, then hid, then returned - like a truth that visits in stages.

Rajesh drove away without looking in the mirror, which was not indifference but something like faith. The mountains prefer men who understand the difference.

Then, without warning, he eased his foot off the accelerator. The car slowed, stopped, and rolled back into reverse. Seconds later, he pulled into the hotel’s parking area. Rajesh stepped out, closed the door quietly behind him, and headed toward the lobby with a purpose he hadn’t yet named.

And in the hotel lobby, Yelena paused with her keycard in hand, brushing rain from her sleeve, smiling to herself. The little bell at the front desk chimed twice - as if the day had winked before turning the page.

––––––––
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THE LIFT

The receptionist slid a form toward her and asked the usual questions in a voice that sounded practiced but kind. While she filled in her details, Yelena felt the leftover movement of the car in her legs, as if the floor were still gently swaying. Mountain roads always did that to her - hours later, her body still believed it was turning a bend.

“Ma’am, your room is on the sixth floor,” the receptionist said. “Our lifts are to the right.”

The word “lifts” always poked a quiet place in her chest. She didn’t hate them, exactly, but enclosed spaces with strangers had become a special category of discomfort ever since one office party long ago, one boss’s nephew, one hand that stayed too long on her waist when the doors closed. She shook the memory off like dust. This was a hotel in a hill town, not a glass box in Lower Parel. Different story, different girl, she told herself.

She turned - and there he was again.

Rajesh stood near the lobby pillar, half-turned toward the revolving door as if he was about to leave and had just remembered something he’d forgotten. He held his car keys in one hand, the other resting loosely by his side. For a second, they simply looked at each other in a way that made the polished floor, the potted palms, the reception desk all fall a little out of focus.

“You’re still here,” she said, surprised at how relieved she sounded, then cursed herself internally. Calm, Yelena. He is just a man with a car, not a life raft.

“Had to confirm something with the front desk,” he said. “And sign a log at the gate.” He nodded towards the lifts. “I’ll see you to the elevator. These old hotels like to pretend they are safe and then put a loose tile exactly where you’re not looking.”

She almost protested - she was used to dragging her own bags across airports and train stations - but she saw the way he said it. Not claiming territory, not performing chivalry, just... finishing the road properly. She let him walk with her.

The lift doors opened with a soft, tired sigh. Inside, mirrored walls narrowed the world to four reflected corners. A man in a brown jacket and cheap cologne stood by the panel, thumb hovering over the CLOSE button with impatience that didn’t match the slow morning. He held a small black briefcase too tight, knuckles pale, eyes fixed on the floor numbers above the door as if afraid they might change their mind.

For half a second, Yelena’s stomach did a small, irrational dip. She had seen that kind of tightness before - in men carrying secrets, or knives, or both. Then she scolded herself. Drama queen. You work in marketing, not intelligence.

“Coming?” the man in the jacket asked, without really looking at them.

Rajesh stepped in first, instinctively placing himself between the stranger and Yelena. “Sixth,” he said. “And ground again, please.”

The man grunted, punched 6 with unnecessary force, then jabbed G three times in rapid succession, as if trying to hurry gravity. His thumbnail was dirty around the edges. A cheap gold ring dug into swollen skin. When the doors began to close, he flinched, and for a second his thumb brushed the small, red EMBERGENCY STOP button below the panel. The light flickered - not on, not off, as if thinking about it - then steadied.

Rajesh noticed. The mountains had trained him to notice small things: loose stones, frayed ropes, men with briefcases and nervous thumbs. Years of being paid to watch what others ignored had rewired his instincts. He filed the detail away with the same quiet efficiency he’d used for the logo on her backpack.

The doors sealed with a soft clunk. The lift began its climb. Someone’s perfume - probably the man’s, something sharp and synthetic - fought with the faint metallic smell, the ghost of lubricant and old cables.

Five seconds in, the lift gave a small, deliberate jolt.

It wasn’t much. Just enough to throw everyone’s balance off by an inch. Yelena stumbled the fraction of a step, shoulder brushing Rajesh’s arm. At the same time, her phone chose that exact moment to explode into loud song - an old Bollywood item number, the kind her college friends had once set as a joke and she had never bothered to change because who calls you from inside your bag at corporate meetings?

In the closed, mirrored box, the breathy chorus sounded far more scandalous than it had in any nightclub. The man in the jacket snorted once, the closest thing to a laugh his face seemed capable of. Rajesh’s mouth twitched, then surrendered into an actual smile.

“Wow,” Yelena muttered, diving into her bag. “Perfect. My dignity has a soundtrack.”

Her fingers scrabbled among lip balm, hotel card, charger cable. It took her three tries to silence the phone. By then, the song had reached the part where the backup singers began begging the hero not to be shy. The irony was painful.

She could feel heat rising up her neck. Great. Trapped in a small box with a man I just met, a stranger with a briefcase, and my phone betraying me as someone who presses ‘play’ on questionable playlists at 6:30 in the evening.

“Good choice,” Rajesh said, deadpan, eyes still on the numbers above the door. “The mountain approves.”

She laughed despite herself, the embarrassment cracking into something lighter. “Please tell me you didn’t hear the lyrics.”

“I heard nothing,” he said. “Just the cable humming.”

The lights flickered once more. This time slightly longer. The panel stuttered between 3 and 4, as if the lift itself was reconsidering its commitment to climbing. The man in the jacket shifted his weight, muttered something under his breath in a language Yelena couldn’t place, and stared harder at the doors.

There was a small notice above the panel, printed years ago and laminated badly. Rajesh glanced at it. The opening line read: LIFT UNDER ANNUAL MAINTENANCE CONTRACT. The next line had been smudged by time, but he could still make out the year: 2017.

He had a quiet thought he did not share: Either this hotel believed in very long years, or someone’s maintenance contract now existed only on paper.

The lift shuddered once, then continued upwards with renewed obedience. The man in the jacket exhaled audibly, then, to everyone’s relief, stepped out when the doors opened on the fourth floor. For a moment, he hesitated - as if listening for something on the other side of the corridor - then walked away quickly, the cheap cologne trailing him like a confession.

The doors began to close again. Automatically, Yelena moved closer to the panel, her finger hovering near the OPEN button, just in case the lift decided to misbehave.

“Not a fan of lifts?” Rajesh asked quietly.

She could see his reflection behind her in the mirror: calm, hands loose at his sides, but his eyes tracking every mechanical sound. It struck her that if this box did decide to stop between floors, he would be the one who knew where to look first. For the emergency phone. For the hatch. For ways out that weren’t obvious.

“I like mountains better,” she said. “They may fall on you, but at least they’re honest about it.”

“Honesty is overrated,” he said. “Predictability is underrated.”

“You sound like my father,” she replied. “He loves reliable things. Pressure cookers, fixed deposits, train timetables.” She paused. “I chose marketing.”

“So, you sell illusions to people with pressure cookers,” he said.

“Exactly,” she said. “And sometimes to myself.”

The number above the door jumped from 4 to 5, then to 6. No more flickers. No more jokes from gravity.

When the doors opened, cool corridor air slipped in, smelling of polish and something floral from an automatic dispenser that wheezed once in the corner. A framed print of pine forests hung opposite the lift, pretending the world outside was quieter than it was.

“This is me,” Yelena said, stepping out. She stood for a second with her suitcase between them, a physical comma in a sentence neither was ready to end. “Thank you for... everything.”

He nodded. “Enjoy the monkeys.”

“And if the lift tries to murder me on the way down?” she asked.

“Press alarm,” he said. “Then call me.”

She almost rolled her eyes at the practicality of that and then realized he meant it quite literally. He had her number in his wallet. She had his number on the patrol note tucked under a windshield wiper three valleys below. Somewhere between broken clutch plates and old maintenance contracts, a thin thread had formed.

The doors began to close. For a second, some reflexive fear flared in her chest - the childhood fear of being shut out or shut in; she couldn’t tell which. Then she saw him raise his hand in a small, unhurried gesture - not a wave exactly, more like an assurance that the door would open again if she asked. The fear sat down and behaved.

As the lift descended, Rajesh listened to its sounds the way other men listened to music. The hum of the motor, the faint clank of counterweights, the occasional rattle from somewhere in the shaft. All boxes have their languages. Cars, lifts, conference rooms. You learned to hear when they were lying.

At the lobby, the doors whispered open once more. The receptionist smiled that automatic hotel smile, and someone rang the little bell at the front desk again.

From the sixth floor, if anyone had been standing in the corridor and listening carefully, they might have heard a single soft laugh spill out of Room 603. A woman alone, dropping her bag on the bed, leaning her forehead briefly against the cool glass of the window and admitting, just to herself: Today, the road was kinder than usual.
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Chapter 2 - Coincidence on Mall Road

[image: ]




Morning on Mall Road

Morning in Shimla wears a shawl of mist and shop shutters. The town wakes in layers: a bell somewhere behind Christ Church, a kettle boiling in a small kitchen, a broom whisking last night off the Ridge. On Mall Road, the first footsteps sound like cautious decisions. Dogs stretch. A tea stall opens its steel shutters with a sound that could be a hymn if you wanted it to be.

From the lower bazaar, someone shouted for fresh bread; from above, a langur dropped lightly on a tin roof and inspected the day as if it were responsible to him.

The mist didn’t rush to leave; it hung back, as if curious about what the day might decide about certain people.

Yelena came out of Hotel Cedar Crest in a bright scarf and walking shoes; hair tied in a quick knot that didn’t care if it came loose. She had a map she didn’t need and a hunger she did - tea, fresh air, something that felt like a new page. Her legs still carried a faint memory of yesterday’s ride, as if the road had left its rhythm inside her muscles.

Sleep had been shallow but kind; every time she woke in the night, she had seen again the curve of a steering wheel, a small scar on a thumb, and the way a stranger had said “You asked” like it was the most respectable reason in the world to help someone.

Her phone vibrated before the door closed behind her. She didn’t glance. She’d promised herself a rule overnight: the first hour of a day belongs to the day, not to the world. She slid the phone deeper into her bag like you might tuck away a talkative relative.

The screen flashed one word before it disappeared under her hand: “Mama.” Even that single word carried tone, expectation, the weight of half-finished arguments. She shut the thought away with the phone.

Somewhere under the bright scarf and the sensible shoes, a younger Yelena cheered; the older one braced for the guilt that would come later when her mother counted missed calls like sins.

Mall Road tilted gently, as if bowing her forward. The shops had not yet begun to sell - only to exist. A man chalked fresh prices on a slate. A woman arranged woolen caps with the seriousness of a jeweler. A little boy chased a plastic ring so hard the morning had to catch up with him. Two monkeys sat on a parapet like retired inspectors, judging everyone’s breakfast choices.

“Chai?” a stall owner asked, like a friend who knew what you needed.

“Masala, strong,” she said, and took the paper cup as if it were medicine. The first sip burned and forgiven, as it should. She stood near the railing, listening to the hills breathe. The deodar trees below were a choir waiting for their note. The air tasted of cardamom and possibility. From another stall, corn hissed over hot coal, the smoke climbing into the mist, carrying salt and lemon, and memory.

For the first time in months, she wasn’t checking the time against a calendar invite or a courier pickup; the only deadline she felt was the sun slowly climbing the ridge.

The Second Coincidence

That was when she saw him. Or rather, the side of him: the shape of a man standing near the postbox, hands in jacket pockets, looking at the town with the stillness of someone reading a long paragraph without moving his lips.

Rajesh.

He turned his head a fraction, and she smiled before she could think of what to say. He saw her and did that small tilt with his mouth that wasn’t quite a smile unless you knew him. The coincidence felt like the town was in on a joke.

He had been there longer than it looked. He’d arrived early, telling himself he was just dropping off a form at a courier shop. The form could have waited. Some things could not.

Part of her brain whispered, Mountain villages are small, of course you’ll see him again; another, softer part said, yes, but not like this, not in the first five minutes, not standing exactly where you’d have wanted him to be.

“Good morning,” she said, stopping a step away.

“Good morning,” he said.

“You’re not a hallucination from last night’s tea?”

“That depends,” he said. “How strong was the tea?”

“Strong enough to remember you owed me one more joke.”

“I see,” he said, deadpan. “You’re keeping accounts.”

“Always.” She sipped, pretending to check an imaginary ledger in the air with her finger.

They stood like that for a small stretch, not quite close, not quite far. The town’s sound rose: shopkeepers lifting shutters, crows practicing law from a rooftop, the bells in someone’s hand-washed bangles.

A bus down in the cart road honked twice - long, impatient notes that somehow made the air on Mall Road feel gentler by comparison.

He noticed she wasn’t filling the space with nervous chatter. He liked that. Silence, he’d learned, was where people showed you whether they were safe to tell the truth to later.

“Walk?” he asked, as if the road had suggested it to him.

“Walk,” she said, as if she’d been waiting to be asked.

They began the easy drift that Mall Road rewards: past a bookstore that smelled like rain and paper; past a wool shop where sweaters stacked in patient towers; past a photographer’s studio with old portraits pinned in the window - people frozen in black-and-white vows to look serious forever.

“You look different in daylight,” she said.

“How?”

“Less like a rescuer, more like a person.”

“And you?”

“More like a person, less like a crisis,” she said, and they both smiled at how equal that made them. Her shoulders dropped a little, as if the remark had quietly untied a knot inside her.

A man with an old box camera, one of those Ridge photographers who had seen decades of tourists come and go, glanced at them as they passed. He squinted, then nudged his friend at the neighboring stall. “Naye log,” he murmured. “Story jaisa lagta hai.” New people. Looks like a story. The friend nodded, as if the mountain had just confirmed something it already knew.

A Sweet Ambush

A sign above a bakery announced PATISSERIE in letters so proud they could have been a surname. The window held trays of pineapple pastries that glowed unnaturally, like sunsets made of cream.

“Breakfast?” she asked.

“Danger,” he said.

“Why?”

“Sugar first thing,” he said. “It makes you forgive people too easily.”

“That is a feature,” she said. “Not a bug.”

The bell on the bakery door chimed like a polite bird. Inside, the warmth had a color. They took a corner table with a view of passersby and a plate between them: two pastries, one samosa as an apology to their blood sugar. She raised an eyebrow.

“Truce,” she said, pointing at the samosa.

“Truce,” he agreed, and they split it with the seriousness of a treaty. He pushed the larger half toward her without making a show of it; she noticed and didn’t argue.

The gesture was small and automatic, the sort of thing men sometimes do to impress. With him, it felt unperformed, like a habit he hadn’t rehearsed for her benefit. That made it dangerous, in a different way.

“What’s on your plan today?” he asked.

“Wander. Then Jakhoo Temple if I win my fight with stairs. You?”

“Drive someone who believes the road owes him something,” Rajesh said. “Later.”

“Do roads owe us anything?” she asked.

“They owe us honesty,” he said. “They tell you when you’re going the wrong way. You just have to listen.”

She bit into the pastry and made the universal sound of pastry regret - too sweet, too good, too late to stop. “I should learn to listen,” she said after swallowing. “To roads, to people, to myself.”

“You listened yesterday,” he said.

“To you?”

“To yourself,” he said. “When you asked for help.”

“That felt like cheating,” she said. “I was desperate.”

“Desperation is honest,” he said. “It doesn’t lie as well.”

She watched him across the table, the stillness that wasn’t stiffness, the way he looked at her without turning it into an exam. “Do you always answer in sentences that could go in a book?”

“Only in the morning,” he said. “By afternoon I become normal.”

“Then we have time,” she said, and sipped tea to hide the little dare in her voice. The cup rattled softly against its saucer; her fingers weren’t as calm as her tone.

A family burst into the bakery - parents, two children, one grandmother. The chaos made a small weather system around the glass counter: “No, not that one - okay, that one - don’t lick the glass – stop - oh, fine, two pastries and one pattice - where is your father - Ma, please sit - no, don’t feed him now - okay, feed him now.” Life, concentrated.

They left with smiles stuck to their faces like sugar. Yelena and Rajesh stepped back onto Mall Road, full of pastry and ease.

Behind them, the baker wiped the glass with a cloth and glanced out at the pair as they left - the way small-town people do when they sense that two lives have just bumped into each other more importantly than either person knows yet. He shook his head once, half amused. “Do roti, ek kahani,” he murmured to himself. Two breads, one story.

As they walked away, Rajesh’s eyes skimmed the crowd automatically. A habit now, like checking mirrors. Near a chemist’s shop, he saw a familiar silhouette: brown jacket, black briefcase, shoulders slightly hunched. The man from the lift. The man crossed the road quickly, head turned away, and vanished into the entrance of a co-operative bank without once letting his gaze brush theirs.

“Friend of yours?” Yelena asked lightly, following his line of sight, seeing only the back of the retreating jacket.

“No,” Rajesh said. His voice was casual; his mind was not. Bank, briefcase, nervous thumb on the emergency stop. He strung the images together and then hung them on an invisible peg in the back of his head. For later. For if.

“Do you ever feel,” she asked, “that you’re a little out of step with the world? Like everyone else is running and you are walking?”

“All the time,” he said. “That’s why I like mountains. They refuse to run.”

A Bench, a Sketch, a Monkey

They passed the ridge where an artist had set up an easel. He painted Shimla as if it had forgiven him for something, everything warm. Yelena slowed and watched. “I used to sketch,” she said, almost to herself.

“What stopped you?”

“Commerce,” she said. “And the illusion that only useful things are worth doing.”

“Sketch today,” he said.

She looked at him, surprised by the permission. “Now?”

“Now is a good time,” he said.

She bought a sketchbook from a street stall and a pencil that promised to be ‘charcoal-like’ in two languages. They found a bench with a view of the slope where rooftops wore tin caps and arguments. She crossed one leg over the other and began, tongue slightly out, the serious face of a child building a tower.

He glanced sideways, then respectfully away, giving her space the way you give space to prayer.

Rajesh sat a little to the side and watched the morning do its work on people: a retired man with a newspaper reading the headlines like a diagnosis; two girls sharing earphones and secrets; a policeman pretending to ignore a dog he had clearly adopted.

“You’re quiet,” she said, without looking up.

“You asked me yesterday if I always pick up strangers,” he said. “I’ve been trying to decide why I stopped.”

“You stopped?”

“After a bad story,” he said.

“You were hurt?”

“Someone else,” he said. “So, I stopped. Yesterday felt different.”

“What changed?”

“You asked without fear,” he said simply.

She sketched a line too bold and tried to soften it with her thumb, leaving a gray smudge. “People think fear protects you,” she said. “Sometimes it only keeps the door closed when the right person knocks.”

They sat with that for a minute. The pencil made a soft sound, like a small river. One leaf detached from a deodar branch above and spiral-floated down between them, coming to rest on the sketchbook; she laughed and left it there for luck.

“Show?” he asked gently.

She tilted the pad toward him. The drawing was fast and alive - rooflines like sentences, a pine leaning into wind you could almost hear, a sliver of Christ Church spire, and in the corner, a tiny figure on a bench that could have been a man or a question mark.

“It’s good,” he said, and she believed him because he didn’t say it like a compliment. He said it like a fact.

“I’ll do another,” she said. “Of you.”

“No,” he said, but the no was a smile.

“Why? Afraid of being captured?”

“Afraid of being misread,” he said.

She tilted her head. “You’re a difficult book, Rajesh.”

“Only the footnotes,” he said.

A monkey dropped to the railing behind them and sat like a critic, arms folded. It stared at Yelena’s pencil as if considering a theft. She turned slowly, met its eyes, and put the pencil in her lap.

“Don’t,” Rajesh said softly. “No eye contact.”

“Right,” she whispered, looking past it, as if admiring a hypothetical horizon. “Is it going to-”

The monkey lunged, grabbed the pencil, and leapt back, triumphant. Then, utterly unimpressed with its own crime, it sniffed the pencil, declared it inedible, and dropped it on the pavement like a review. Children clapped. The monkey moved on to inspect the next bag for democracy.

“You, okay?” he asked.

“Angry,” she said, then laughed despite herself. “At a monkey. I’ve become the person I make fun of at parties.”

“They are professionals,” he said gravely.

She retrieved the pencil with more dignity than the situation allowed. “I will not be bullied,” she informed the general concept of monkeys. “I have boundaries.”

“Monkeys respect sermons,” he said, and she snorted.

Her phone buzzed again. She finally looked. Messages stacked from Svetlana:

Where are you?

Call me.

You have work on Monday.

Don’t waste time on hills and random people.

I worry because I love you.

Call me. Now.

Another message followed, typed so fast the punctuation limped behind:

You don’t know these places, these men. Driver from nowhere is not your future. Come back to city. Real life.

She stared at the screen long enough to feel the old tug in her chest, then clicked it dark and put it away. Her jaw worked once, as if chewing back a reply that would never be sent.

The words “random people” stuck under her ribs more than she wanted to admit. Yesterday’s road did not feel random. Neither did the man sitting quietly beside her, letting her decide whether to talk or not.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

“She loves me, sure,” Yelena said, half-smiling. “But it’s like dealing with immigration every day. I need a visa just to say what I feel.” 

“You can love someone and still ask them to leave your head alone,” he said.

“That sounds like experience talking.”

He didn’t reply. He looked toward the spine of the hill where the trees thinned and the ridge took a long breath. “Walk to Ridge?” he said. “The sun will be there first.”

“Lead,” she said, and they went, falling into step, then out, then in again - the rhythm two strangers teach each other before they know they’re doing it.

As they passed a small stall selling postcards - snow scenes, monkey portraits, honeymoon clichés - a little girl of about nine stepped forward with a cardboard display almost bigger than her.

“Postcard, madam? Beautiful view, see?”

Yelena smiled. “I already have a view.” She glanced at Rajesh without meaning to.

The girl followed the glance, then grinned with ruthless child logic. “You both look like a love story,” she declared, loud enough for a nearby dog to turn its head.

Yelena choked on an invisible sip of air. Rajesh coughed into his fist. The girl, satisfied with the chaos, thrust a postcard into Yelena’s hand. “For later,” she said, and skipped off, humming something off-key.

They walked on in silence for ten whole seconds.

“Well,” Yelena said at last. “Even Marketing could not have scripted that.”

“The mountain has good copywriters,” he replied.

Ridge, Glass, and Half-Spoken Things

At Christ Church, the pale clockface held its usual opinion of time - amused. A school group spilled down the steps in uniforms that could not contain their energy. The teacher clapped and made a sound equals parts whistle and prayer. On the open plaza, a balloon seller released a handful of colors to float and then reeled them in like fish.

“Funhouse mirror,” Yelena said, looking at the world’s reflection in the church’s old glass.

“A good mirror shows you kinder than you are,” Rajesh said. “A true mirror shows you beautiful anyway.”
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