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PROLOGUE
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The first thing Samrat felt was cold. His cheek, back, and hip pressed against the hard floor. He heard the gentle hum of the air system in the walls. There was a taste in his mouth he couldn't name — familiar, unwelcome, the kind that came after saying the wrong thing.

He opened his eyes and saw his living room from the floor. The big glass wall facing the city had turned white during the night, blocking out the view. He didn’t rush to move. At his age, waking up on the floor could mean a bad night or something worse. He checked his body—fingers, toes, skull. All working, though his head throbbed.

Carefully, he rolled onto his back. It hurt, but he was alive. He looked up at the perfectly clean ceiling, part of the apartment’s cold, expensive design. Everything gleamed, but nothing felt warm.

Slowly, Samrat sat up. He hadn't thrown up. Just a hangover, then. His ribs hurt on one side, but nothing seemed broken. Using the couch for support, he stood and looked around.

The room was spotless. Designer furniture, a charging station, silent screens, art on the walls. Nothing out of place, nothing broken. Just him on the floor, left there by his own habits or by time.

He shuffled into the kitchen. The dark floor sparkled with little bits of metal. The counter was bright and white. He touched the sink and said, “Cold, two hundred milliliters.” A futuristic faucet poured exactly that much water into a glass. He drank slowly, steadying himself with a hand on the counter, and caught his pale reflection in the stove’s black glass.

He set down the empty glass and leaned on the counter, letting the cold surface hold him up for a moment. Sometimes, if he stayed still, the memories would find their way to him. Today, they didn’t. He looked around for clues about last night. No bottles out, but the trash was full of cans and two empty whiskey bottles. The air smelled faintly spicy and fresh. The filtration must be hard at work. Still, the ache in his head wouldn’t go away.

He walked to the window and pressed his palm to the glass. A small circle cleared, and the city appeared beyond it. The skyline was beautiful but distant. He tried to care. What pulled at him instead was the silence — the apartment sealed tight, quiet as a tomb. No music, no traffic. Only the faint, empty click in his head.

He removed his hand and the window turned white again.

A small light flickered over the kitchen table — a new message alert. He ignored it. He wasn't ready for the world outside.

He turned, scanning the room. The apartment was almost too tidy — no mess, no trace of anyone having been there.

Except — by the table, a black hair tie, shaped like a question mark. He picked it up. His hair was cut short; this wasn't his. He set it back on the table and didn't move. He missed the footsteps, the complaints about the apartment, the laughter.

Suddenly, he knew what was wrong.

She wasn't there. The apartment held everything except his daughter.

He sat at the table, looking at the hair tie, the empty glass, the window going pale with morning. He tried to remember what had happened the night before, but the memory stayed just out of reach.

The city outside went on, but Samrat waited for the pain to fully arrive.

Samrat never liked the phrase "went missing." People didn't just disappear. They left, closing the door behind them.

He searched the apartment the way he always did after a fight — room by room, living room to kitchen to bedrooms. Everything was where it should be. Her shoes by the door, her coat on the hook—the one she’d complained about but still wore. He paused, looking at the coat, the frayed lining where she’d worry the fabric with her thumbs.

He checked the bathroom. Her toothbrush was still wet, her face cream left open, strands of hair caught in the drain. He cleared the sink, then paused, as if she might appear in the mirror.

Last, he opened her door. He didn't knock. It still felt wrong to enter. The room was cold — she always turned down the heat. The bed was unmade, blankets in a messy spiral. Her desk was scattered with things he couldn't name. Her book was open on the nightstand, as if she'd only stepped out. He didn't recognize the title or the author. He read the same line three times. It didn't stay. He shut the door quietly.

Back in the kitchen, he stared at the signs of her: half a grapefruit, a mug with cold coffee, a spoon. She'd expected to be back. 

He messaged her: 'Call me.' Nothing. He tried again: 'Let me know you're okay.' Still nothing. He tried her work. After a maze of automated menus, a tired voice finally answered and said she wasn’t in and hadn’t left a message. He hung up.

He called her friends. The first didn't answer. The second picked up, called him Uncle, and knew nothing.

Samrat stood at the window and watched the city, unmoving. The apartment’s data screen scrolled through the day’s bad news, all things that felt far away.

He thought about what his wife would have done — gone to security, demanded answers. He just called and asked. The man said he'd check the building logs, but Samrat knew no one really cared. This city was used to people coming and going.

He sat at the table by the hair tie and listened to the hum of the apartment until he stopped hearing it. He didn't know when to call the police, or if he should. He tried to remember their last conversation, but memory gave him nothing. Only her face. And his own sharp voice. He hadn't been cruel — just himself.

When night came, he sat in the dark and stared at the hair tie — the only proof she'd been there at all.

When the air system cooled the room for the night, he noticed another light — a faint flicker from the living room corner. He got up and went over.

A small sphere hovered above the side table, held in midair by the invisible grip of magnetic forces rising from a base plate beneath it. It turned slowly, almost effortlessly, as though breathing — and as it turned, it caught the faint amber glow of a tiny LED nestled into the curve of a thin rod that arched upward from the base, like a question mark frozen in metal. He had never quite liked it. Fifteen years ago, her grandfather had sent it as a birthday gift — a man she spoke of in hushed, admiring tones, a scientist the government kept quietly to themselves.

He reached out, feeling a tingle on his skin as he entered its magnetic field. It didn't feel warm, but it pushed back against his hand. He pulled away.

He had never bothered to dust it. He stood before it now, longer than usual, watching its slow and patient rotation — something about the steadiness of it pulling at the fraying edges of his memory. Then his eyes dropped. A puddle had formed beneath the sphere, water pooling on the table's surface and spreading to the floor below.

Last night surfaced in fragments.

His own voice, louder than it needed to be, slurred by the whiskey. An argument that had started somewhere small — he couldn't locate the beginning of it anymore — and had ended somewhere much larger. He remembered her face shifting, degree by degree, from hurt to something harder. And then a phrase he had thrown like a grenade — something about the old man. Her grandfather. He had called him a madman. He was almost certain of it now. Had laughed, even, the loose and careless laugh of someone drunk enough to believe cruelty was wit. Called him a government-funded eccentric chasing phantoms in a laboratory no one was allowed to visit. The words came back to him with a clarity that everything else from the night refused to offer.

That was when she went very still.

He pressed his fingers to his temples, trying to pull the rest into focus, but it dissolved the moment he reached for it. The whiskey had been doing its work long before the argument reached its peak. He had a vague impression of the couch, the ceiling tilting, and then nothing until the silence of this morning. Whatever she had said after. Whatever the last words between them had been. Gone.

He looked at the sphere. Her grandfather's creation — or curiosity, or whatever it truly was. The one man she might have turned to. The one lead he had. And it was a door with no handle.

He had made one careful inquiry through a colleague — whether government research personnel could be traced. The answer came back politely firm. Dr. Venkat Krishnamurthy's work was classified, his location never fixed. His wife had mentioned months when even she couldn't reach him, when he simply vanished into whatever the government had swallowed him into. Whether his daughter had gone to him, or simply gone, Samrat couldn't know. He wasn't sure which frightened him more.

Samrat couldn't sleep. The city glowed blue as morning approached. He sat on the floor by the window, head in his hands. He remembered dinner, a normal evening at first — food, wine, talk about work and the future. He remembered her struggling to be heard, and himself pretending to understand, and the disappointment on her face when she knew he didn't. An apology wouldn't be enough. Her empty room made that clear.

The pattern was familiar — years ago, fights with his wife had ended the same way. Her silence, his regret. After her death, the regret had hardened into something he carried differently, and the bottle had become easier to reach. He had already lost one woman he loved. Now he sat on the floor, terrified he had driven away the second.

He let his hands fall to the floor, palms up. He listened to the hum of the city. Some pains could only be observed, not fixed.

The days drifted by, slow and heavy. Every year on the date she left, he poured two glasses of wine — one for him, one for her. He never made a toast. He just watched the sphere, wondering what it would say if it spoke. He told it about his day, about small things, about nothing. He apologized for things he couldn't name.

On his sixty-seventh birthday, he sat alone with cake and scotch. He went to bed and dreamed of a house full of windows but no doors. Through each window, he saw someone he loved. They never looked back.
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1. An Ordinary Morning
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Every evening, the Sharma household closed its doors. Their home was one of a hundred identical buildings — modest, heat-baked, faintly pink, the paint faded and stained by monsoon years. The kind of building where families lived side by side, each one mid-tier, neither rising nor falling, their lives measured in hand-me-down appliances and unbroken routines.

Revathi Sharma was the first to arrive home, having outpaced her daughter on the walk back from tuitions. She dropped her purse on the dining table, patted her hair into place, and began the circuit of small tasks that signaled territory reclaimed. Grocery bags, knotted twice for security, were ferried to the kitchen, unpacked, then crumpled and wedged into the overstuffed bag hanging from the pantry hook — their family archive of plastic. She filled the water bottles, lined them in the fridge door, adjusted the calendar, wiped a fingerprint from the TV screen. Each task finished with a near-silent exhale.

Lasya, eleven but self-certain as someone much older, drifted in after her mother with her backpack swinging low. She sank into the couch, opened her book at an angle that shielded her face from view. If she stayed perfectly still, perhaps the homework in her backpack would forget she existed. Her mother watched from the kitchen threshold. When the wait stretched to thirty-two seconds, she called, "Lasya, shoes," with a sharpness calibrated to convey both affection and warning. The shoes were kicked off at the exact spot where the rug met the tiled hallway. 

Rishi Sharma arrived at six-thirty, punctual to the minute. He loosened his tie, set his bag by the shoe rack, acknowledged his wife with a nod. His authority was not the kind that needed announcement.

"Lasya, finished your notes?"

"Not yet, Amma."

"You must finish, or else—"

Lasya, quiet under her mother’s presence, found her voice as soon as her father entered, “Or else, or else, but never else,” she said.

Revathi shushed her. “No talking back.”

Rishi, overhearing but not intervening, switched on the TV to the business channel, volume barely audible. In the kitchen, the pressure cooker hissed to life, steam filling the air with rice and jeera.

Sanjay's arrival was less an event than an incremental adjustment of the household temperature. He slipped inside at 6:54, closed the door gently, nodded a general greeting. He was average height, narrow-shouldered, his face carrying a gravity that had arrived too early. He set his bag down and moved to the basin, scrubbing each finger as if washing away not just the day's dust but its disappointments too.

Dinner was a strictly seven o'clock affair. News at low volume, the day's mail sorted to the edge of the table, three-quarters of the conversation reserved for what wasn't spoken.

"Papa, math tuition got postponed," Lasya announced.

"Why?"

"Teacher has a function."

"Next time tell me before dinner," Rishi said, and returned to his plate.

Sanjay sat at the table's edge, eating slowly. His phone rested next to his plate, screen dark. Every so often his thumb flicked the side, checking for notifications. There were none, but he repeated the gesture anyway, more out of habit than hope.

"Any news?" his father asked, meaning jobs.

"Nothing new today."

"Did you check the campus portal?"

"I did."

"Sometimes you must apply twice. They prefer persistence."

Sanjay nodded, as if this was a possibility that had never occurred to him.

Revathi set a steel bowl of curd in front of him, her hand hovering a moment longer than necessary. "Something will come," she said, with the unshakeable confidence of someone who had never gambled but still believed in luck.

After dinner, Rishi rinsed his plate and returned to his armchair with the day's newspaper, already digested digitally but given one last perusal in print. Sanjay retreated to the balcony. From there he could see a grid of apartments, each lit window framing a different family's arrangement of togetherness. He opened his notifications and found what he expected — a polite but firm email from InfyGen Solutions. Position filled. Application kept in the pipeline.

He read it twice. His face didn't change. He set the phone down and gripped the railing.

It was not the email but the weather that announced his disappointment. A sudden gust made the living room windows shudder. Lasya looked up from her quiz show, scanned for the source. Her brother was still — head bowed, spine just slightly collapsed. She watched him through the reflection in the glass with the diagnostic calm of someone trained to locate hairline fractures in otherwise sturdy things.

Lasya glanced at her mother. Revathi caught it immediately — still folding the same kitchen towel she had just finished using. A brief wordless signal passed between them: he got another one, didn't he?

The women of the Sharma household shared disappointments with the understanding that a certain amount of bitterness was essential for flavor. Revathi smoothed the towel once and let it rest in her lap.

"Ah, this weather," she said, not looking at anyone. "God is making mischief again."

Rishi turned a page. "Better wind than rain. Monsoon isn't due for another week. The weather office is always wrong."

Lasya recited, "Winds from the west, thunderstorms tomorrow, humidity seventy percent," in the voice of the TV's automated forecast, then muted herself.

Sanjay's phone vibrated. He checked the screen — Nayana's name, her face half-lit by LED. He wiped his hands and thumbed the answer icon.

Nayana's expression was typically direct — no softening filters, just the blue-white cast of her flat and a burst of magenta from the scarf around her neck. She did not say hello.

"Did you ever apply for that scientist's assistant job I told you about?"

"The research position with Dr. Chaturvedi? Yes, I submitted that evening."

"Good. They're scheduling interviews this week." She was already opening a folder on her laptop. "My friend says the scientist is particular about details — the interview can be unpredictable. Quick thinking, organization, science trivia. I'll forward you everything I have."

"How did you find this posting? It's on a university internal server."

Her fingers paused over the keyboard, just for half a second. "Someone in a colleague's group chat forwarded it. You know how these things circulate."

It was reasonable. Sanjay let it pass.

"Actually, we're meeting in twenty minutes anyway. I'll bring my tablet. Rajan's tea stall. See you there." The call ended.

Sanjay knew which position she meant. Dr. Chaturvedi's assistant — the role Nayana had quietly pursued for three application cycles, revising her CV until dawn, tracking the scientist's publications, practicing explanations in front of her bathroom mirror. Her name never appeared on the interview list. For Sanjay, the listing was just another tab open alongside utility portals and discount grocery flyers. He met the qualifications — just enough — and applied without expectation. Not hunger, only necessity. A job that paid, that held steady. Nothing more.

Sanjay slipped out with the ease of someone who had practiced exit routes. He ducked past the security guard, nodded to a neighbor's child feeding a stray dog, and made for the corner where the tea stall's blue paint had weathered into a patchwork of advertisements and graffiti. Little more than a steel drum and a plastic table, but it had reliable Wi-Fi and enough noise to make him invisible.

Nayana was already at the counter — two feet away from the perimeter of his life but somehow at its center. She wore a brown jacket with the sleeves rolled up, the same color as her eyes in this light. She held out a cup without waiting for pleasantries.

She'd staked out the table with a fortress of her own: tablet angled away, a battered yellow legal pad with too-neat handwriting, four pens arrayed in a line. Sanjay's resume lay between them, his name in bold at the top, the rest dismembered with red ink.

"Look at this section," she said, sliding it toward him. Her accent made the single syllable sound both dismissive and invested.

He watched the red underlines bleed through the cheap printer paper. "I'll fix it."

Nayana looked at him for a moment, then back at the page. "I know you don't care about this job," she said, not quite a whisper. "But it will steady things. For your family." She reached across and covered his hand with both of hers — not pity, but certainty. Something in his chest loosened.

"Not everything has to be destiny," she said, more to herself than to him. "Sometimes relief is enough."

He finished his tea. He found himself smiling — not at her words, but at the relentless machinery of her care.

On the walk home, Nayana told him about the chaos of her workplace, the inexplicable whims of her boss, punctuating complaints with dry observations that made him laugh even when he tried not to. For a brief moment he forgot the interview, the rejection, the way every evening ended with a tally of what had not been achieved.

When they reached his building, she stopped.

For a moment she looked as if she might say something else.

"Go on," she said. "They won't wait."

Inside, the apartment was unchanged. His father's slippers aligned by the chair, his mother's humming from the kitchen, Lasya's homework scattered across the table. He closed the door quietly. He would not sleep well, but that was all right. 

In the hush after bedtime, Lasya moved soundlessly through the darkened apartment, retrieving a glass of water for her mother, navigating by memory to avoid the table and the scold that would follow.

She saw Sanjay's phone glow to life on the sofa. At this hour a notification was always a bad omen — another rejection, another polite regret blinking in the dark. She paused, half-wanting to shield him from it. Then the screen flashed with an incoming message. Her eyes caught the unfamiliar number, but the city code jumped out immediately. "We would like to schedule an interview."

She walked it across the room and handed it to her brother without speaking.

He took it. His face in profile, but something less familiar in it — not hope exactly, but the absence of defeat. He nodded thanks. Lasya returned to her room and closed the door softly.

The house absorbed this the way it absorbed everything: quietly, nothing wasted, nothing announced.

He turned the phone over, running his thumb across the cracks in the case. The urge to delete the message was strong — as if erasing the expectation could protect him from what might follow. Instead he called back. The phone rang longer than it should have. On the other end, a voice offered an appointment slot, a name, an address. Sanjay repeated the details aloud, not for anyone in the house, but to hear them in the air. To make them real.

He stood by the window. Across the lane, a family was still up — someone laughing over dessert, silhouettes shifting behind lit glass. He watched until the laughter stopped.

He turned off the lights and went to bed. He did not feel ready, but he did not fear the morning. In that in-between, sleep arrived as it always had — on its own, needing no permission.

***
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Samrat entered his apartment and did not bother with the lights. He did not pause. He did not listen. The room was exactly where he had left it. He slipped out of his shoes, tossed his jacket over a chair.

Over the past few years the apartment had dimmed by degrees, shadows gathering in corners as if erasing the life it once held. Furniture shifted or disappeared entirely, knickknacks thinned until the rooms felt sparse and echoing. Only his daughter's small decorative table remained untouched beside the sofa — the rotating sphere, the old lamp. The boundary between what was gone and what refused to disappear.

He dropped onto the sofa with the heavy carelessness of a man who lived alone. His hand found the remote in the cushion's familiar depression. The wall screen lit up — news, arguments, advertisements. He ate dinner from a container balanced on his knee, the auto-fork doing the work.
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2. The Interview
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Sanjay believed breakfast should be a silent affair, a conviction inherited from his father. But today, he cleared his throat. “I had a phone call last night.” He let the words hang.

“From the university?” Rishi asked.

“Not exactly.” Sanjay resisted the urge to scrape the last of his chutney. “It’s about a position. Assistant, under Dr. Vikram Chaturvedi.”

He expected a three-second delay before comprehension arrived, but Rishi was immediate, nearly triumphant. “The environmental man? The one with all the television shows?”

Sanjay nodded. “He’s hiring an assistant. Data work, mostly. Organizing research, cataloguing documents, running simulations,” Sanjay said. “Also some field sampling. It’s part clerical, part technical.”

His mother set the water glass down with a thud. “He’s a famous man,” she said. “They write about him even in the newspapers.”

“Not that sort of fame,” Rishi replied, but the pride had already trespassed into his voice. “Still—he’s someone.”

Rishi picked up the paper, folded it precisely, and set it aside. He turned to Sanjay. “Are you qualified for this, or are you overqualified?”

The air thickened. “I’m qualified,” Sanjay said, “but so are a hundred others. I think it’s more about trust. Chaturvedi said as much—he needs someone discreet, reliable.”

“Does this pay anything, or is it more free labor disguised as opportunity?” Rishi’s gaze bored through the tabletop.

“It pays,” Sanjay said. “Not much, but enough. If I do well, there might be a research position at the institute after a year.”

Rishi grunted. “Well, it has to start somewhere. If you have a clear plan, maybe this is the way forward.” His disappointment had lost its bite; it was a tamed, familiar thing now.

As breakfast plates emptied, Lasya lingered as Sanjay rose to rinse his plate. She leaned in, voice pitched so their parents couldn’t overhear. “You’ll get it,” she said. “People like you. Even the weird ones.”

Sanjay gave her a smile.

A faint vibration crept through the apartment, so subtle that Sanjay thought he’d imagined it, until the steel tumbler next to his folder danced a silent quarter-circle and stopped.

Rishi appeared in the threshold, half-buttoned shirt, reading glasses perched low. He glanced at the tumbler, still moving. “Must be traffic,” he said. He sounded unconvinced.

“Or construction,” Sanjay offered, though no jackhammers ever operated in this part of town before nine.

Revathi emerged from the kitchen, voice barely above a whisper: “These days, nature doesn’t sit still.”

No one responded. The room hung between explanations, neither scientific nor spiritual enough to satisfy anyone.

Sanjay straightened his tie. He hated the way it accentuated his neck, but interviews required formal clothing. He slid the folder into his backpack, checked the zipper three times.

From her seat at the far end of the table, Lasya sipped milk, watching him with something like amusement. “You look like an insurance agent,” she said.

Before he could escape, Revathi went to the kitchen altar, lit an incense stick, and muttered a brief invocation to the household gods. Sanjay watched the smoke spiral, thinking how it looked more like a warning flare than a blessing.

Revathi returned, marked his forehead with a new line of ash, and pressed a small, waxy sweet into his palm. “For success,” she said, as if willing it into existence. He touched her feet in the traditional gesture.

Another shudder—real or imagined—rippled through the building. The world, he thought, had always been a little unsteady, but now it felt personal.

Sanjay found the address by the mailbox: a plain, ten-digit number on a placard. The buildings on this block looked designed for storage—squat, concrete, streaked with old rain. No signage beyond the number. Just the name—Center for Advanced Weather Analytics—typed onto an index card and taped to the entry glass, the kind of semi-permanent label that said, Don’t get comfortable.

As Sanjay hesitated at the main gate, the air snapped and rain broke open, drenching him to the bone before he’d even crossed the ten meters to the door.

He wiped water from his eyes, composed himself, and pressed the buzzer. Someone upstairs let him in. He walked the hallway, concrete walls painted matte white, and straightened his back. No music, no smell of lunch, not even the buzz of conversation behind the doors he passed. Just the faint hiss of the ventilation system, constant and flat.

The lab’s interior door was propped open, jammed with a stack of surplus motherboards. The room was smaller than he expected, low ceiling, windowless, illuminated by three rows of flickering LED panels. It looked less like a laboratory and more like a bunker improvised by survivors. Four whiteboards covered every wall, so thoroughly layered that the original glossy surface was gone. Graphs sketched over earlier graphs in dry-erase, trajectories that started as neat parabolas but then sprouted corrections, sudden jumps, outbreaks of color-coded notation. Where the whiteboards ran out, someone had tacked up maps: city grids, wind models, satellite photos, corners curling where the pins had loosened their grip. Sanjay found himself scanning for logic, for any sequence or color system, but the only pattern was the repetition, the frantic attempt to overwrite memory with new data before the old set in.

The far side of the room was blocked by a long metal table, its surface nearly invisible beneath the stacks of paper, open laptops, and spilled-over folders. In front of it, a single rolling chair. No other seating, unless you counted the upturned crate in one corner that looked to have started life as fruit storage. The rest was occupied by machines—black towers with blue LEDs, wires bundled and re-bundled, cooling fans that stuttered as if short of breath. In the far corner, the room’s one element of order: a tiny shelf, cleaner than the rest, housing a small photo frame. The picture was faded, almost unclear—Sanjay could only make out the silhouettes, Dr. Chaturvedi mid-laugh, tossing a frisbee to a little girl.

Sanjay’s mind briefly superimposed his own face over the child’s, trying to summon memories of such uncomplicated joy, but the effort failed. He refocused, smoothing his shirt. 

He waited in the doorway, hands behind his back. There was no one visible, but someone coughed in the corner, and Sanjay realized a man had been standing with his back turned, hands braced against the whiteboard, studying the most recent set of numbers as if something inside them might be unlocked with enough staring.

“You’re the Sharma boy?”

“Yes, sir. Sanjay Sharma.”

Without turning around, the man said, “Your shoes are leaking. I hope you’re not bringing fungus into my workspace.”

Sanjay looked down, saw his socks wet through, and mumbled an apology.

"Mr. Sharma," the man said, voice flat but not unfriendly. "Or is it Doctor?" He still hadn’t turned around.
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