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To every heart that fell in love with its best friend — and was terrified to say it out loud.


CHAPTER ONE

The Line We Never Drew

Aarav Mehra had memorized the exact way Kavya Sharma laughed before she meant it.

It started in her eyes — not the mouth, never the mouth first. Her dark brown eyes would soften at the edges, the kind of softening most people missed because they weren't watching closely enough. But Aarav was always watching. He had been watching for eleven years, ever since a seven-year-old girl in a yellow raincoat had punched a boy twice her size for pulling Aarav's hair in the school corridor.

She'd turned to him afterward, knuckles red, eyes wild, and said, "You're my friend now. No choice."

No choice.

Funny how those two words had shaped his entire life.

Now, at twenty-six, sitting on the concrete ledge of her apartment rooftop in south Mumbai, his legs dangling four stories above a city that never slept, Aarav watched Kavya pull the rubber band from her hair and let the whole dark mess of it fall across her shoulders. The wind off the Arabian Sea carried the smell of salt and rain. Monsoon was close. He could feel it in the thickness of the air, in the pressure building behind his ribs.

Or maybe that pressure had nothing to do with the weather.

"You're staring," Kavya said without looking at him.

"I'm thinking."

"Dangerous activity for you." She tilted her head, and a smile ghosted across her lips. "What are you thinking about?"

You. Always you. Every single minute of every single day, and it's destroying me slowly, and I can't stop, and I don't want to stop, and that terrifies me more than anything I've ever known.

"Pizza," he said. "I'm thinking about pizza."

She laughed — eyes first, then the sound, low and warm, like the first sip of chai on a cold morning. It settled into his chest and stayed there.

"Liar," she whispered.

She had no idea how right she was.

They had a system. They'd always had a system.

Monday nights were rooftop nights. No phones. No other people. Just the two of them, a playlist of old Hindi songs playing from her cracked Bluetooth speaker, and whatever cheap wine they could afford on their combined salaries — his from the architecture firm where he worked seventy-hour weeks, hers from the publishing house where she edited other people's love stories while claiming she didn't believe in love herself.

That was another lie she told. But Aarav never called her on it, because calling her on it would mean admitting why he knew it was a lie, and that door — once opened — could never be closed again.

So they sat in the space between truth and silence, and they called it friendship.

"Reema asked about you again," Kavya said, pulling her knees up to her chest. The oversized grey sweatshirt she wore was his — had been his, three years ago, before she'd stolen it and refused to give it back. He never asked for it. He liked the idea of something of his being that close to her skin.

Stop it. Stop thinking like that.

"What did Reema want?" he asked carefully.

"She wanted your number. Again." Kavya picked at a thread on the sleeve. His sleeve. "I told her you were emotionally unavailable."

Aarav almost choked on his wine. "You told her what?"

"Well, aren't you?" She turned to face him now, and the streetlight caught the angles of her face — the sharp jaw, the small scar above her left eyebrow from when she'd fallen off his bicycle at fifteen. He'd carried her to the hospital on his back, two kilometers, his legs shaking, her blood soaking through his school shirt, her voice saying I'm fine, I'm fine, stop crying, Aarav, I'm fine.

He hadn't been fine. He hadn't been fine since.

"I date," he said defensively.

"You go on first dates," Kavya corrected. "You never go on second ones."

"Maybe I haven't found the right person."

Her gaze held his — two seconds, three, four. Something flickered behind her eyes. Something raw. Something she buried so fast he almost thought he'd imagined it.

Almost.

"Maybe you're not looking in the right place," she said quietly.

The air between them changed. It thickened, charged, like the sky before the monsoon cracks open. He could hear his own heartbeat in his ears. Could hear hers too — or maybe that was just his imagination, filling in the gaps the way it always did when she was this close.

"Kavya —"

"More wine?" She was already reaching for the bottle, already turning away, already rebuilding the wall. She was so good at that. So practiced. She'd built walls the way other people built houses — carefully, deliberately, with foundations meant to last.

But Aarav was an architect. He knew walls. He knew where they were weakest.

He just didn't know if he was brave enough to push.

"Yeah," he said, holding out his glass. "More wine."

Their fingers brushed on the bottle.

Neither of them pulled away.

And for one long, electric moment, the city below them disappeared, the noise faded, and there was nothing in the world but the point where his skin touched hers — a quarter inch of contact that held eleven years of unsaid words.

Kavya's breath hitched. Barely perceptible. A flutter in her throat, a tiny catch in the rhythm.

But Aarav heard it.

He always heard it.


CHAPTER TWO

What Rain Remembers

The monsoon arrived on a Thursday, three days after the rooftop.

Kavya stood at the window of her office on the fourteenth floor, watching the rain batter Marine Drive like it had a personal grudge against the city. Her coffee had gone cold twenty minutes ago. The manuscript in front of her — a romance novel, because the universe had a sick sense of humour — lay open to a scene where the hero tells the heroine he's loved her his entire life.

She read the line again: "I've been standing right in front of you, and you've never once looked."

Her throat tightened.

She closed the manuscript.

Her phone buzzed on the desk. Aarav's name. A photo — his shoes, soaked through, standing in a puddle the size of a small lake, with the caption: "My architect career is over. I'm becoming a fisherman."

She smiled before she could stop herself. That was the problem with Aarav. He existed under her defenses. He didn't climb over her walls — he was already inside them, had been inside them since before she'd known walls were something she needed.

She typed back: "You'd be a terrible fisherman. You cried when we watched Finding Nemo."

Three dots. Then: "I was TWELVE. And that scene with the dad was objectively devastating."

"You cried last year too. When we rewatched it."

A pause. Longer than usual.

"Come outside."

She stared at the message. Looked at the rain. Looked back at the message.

"It's pouring, Aarav."

"I know. Come outside."

He was standing in the middle of the parking lot behind her building, completely drenched, holding two paper cups that were rapidly disintegrating in the rain. His dark hair was plastered to his forehead. His white shirt — transparent now, clinging to the breadth of his shoulders, and she was not going to think about that — dripped steadily onto the asphalt.

"You're insane," she said from under the building's overhang, arms crossed.

"I brought chai." He held up the dissolving cups. "Well. I brought chai-flavored rainwater at this point."

"You drove twenty minutes in this to bring me chai?"

"Twenty-seven minutes, actually. There was flooding near Dadar." He said it casually, like it was nothing. Like he hadn't just crossed a drowning city for a cup of tea.

That was the thing about Aarav that she couldn't explain to anyone. He didn't do grand gestures. He didn't show up with roses or reservations at expensive restaurants. He showed up with chai in a rainstorm. He showed up with cough syrup at two a.m. when she'd texted that her throat hurt. He showed up at her mother's funeral, said nothing, held her hand for four hours straight, and drove her home in silence.

He showed up. Every time. Without being asked.

And every time, the thing she kept locked inside her chest — the thing with teeth and heat and hunger — rattled against its cage a little harder.

"Come out of the rain, you idiot," she said, and her voice cracked on the last word in a way that had nothing to do with volume.

"No." He grinned — that crooked, infuriating, devastating grin. "You come into the rain."

"Why?"

"Because you've been inside all day editing someone else's love story, and you look like you need to feel something real."

The words hit her like a physical force. She felt them in her sternum, behind her eyes, in the hollow of her throat. She opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

He was watching her. Not smiling anymore. His eyes — those ridiculous, impossible, dark amber eyes — were steady. Patient. The way they always were when he was waiting for her to be brave.

She stepped into the rain.

It hit her like a wall of cold — immediate, shocking, total. It soaked through her kurta in seconds, flattened her hair against her neck, ran in streams down her face. She gasped.

And then she laughed.

Not the careful, controlled laugh she gave the world. The real one. The loud, unhinged, full-body laugh that she only ever gave him.

Aarav watched her laugh, and something in his face — something tight and held and careful — broke open.

"There she is," he murmured, so quietly the rain almost swallowed it. But she was close enough now to hear. Close enough to see the way his chest rose and fell. Close enough to see a single drop of rain catch on his lower lip and stay there.

She shouldn't have looked at his mouth.

She shouldn't have.

But she did. And he saw her look.

The world contracted to the space between them — two feet of rain-soaked air, charged and trembling with years of silence.

"Kavya." His voice was different now. Lower. Rougher. Like he was speaking around something lodged in his throat.

"Don't," she whispered.

"Don't what?"

"Don't say it." Her voice shook. Her hands shook. "If you say it, everything changes."

He stepped closer. One step. The rain hammered down between them and around them and through them.

"Everything's already changed," he said. "It changed a long time ago. We just kept pretending it hadn't."

A sound escaped her — half breath, half something else. Something wounded and wanting.

"I'm scared," she admitted, and the words cost her more than anything she'd ever said.

"I know," he said. "I'm terrified."

"Then why are you smiling?"

He reached out. Slowly. Carefully. The way you'd reach toward something precious and breakable. His fingers found her jaw — cold and wet and trembling — and his thumb traced the line of her cheekbone.

"Because you stepped into the rain," he said.


CHAPTER THREE

Gravity

He didn't kiss her. Not that day.

He wanted to. God, he wanted to. Standing in that parking lot with her face in his hand and eleven years of aching pressed against the inside of his teeth — he wanted to so badly his vision blurred.

But Aarav knew Kavya the way he knew load-bearing walls and foundational stress — not just the surface structure, but the unseen architecture beneath. He knew that if he kissed her now, in the chaos of the rain and the rawness of the moment, she would kiss him back. And then she would run. She would build a wall so high and so thick that no amount of chai or rooftop nights or monsoon confessions would bring it down.

So instead, he let his thumb trace her cheekbone one last time, and he dropped his hand.

"Come on," he said. "I'll drive you home."

She blinked at him. Rain on her eyelashes. Confusion and relief and something that looked like disappointment braided together in her expression.

"That's it?" she asked.

"That's it. For now."

"For now?"

He opened the car door for her. "Get in before you catch pneumonia and I have to make soup. You know I can't cook."

She got in. She didn't speak for the entire drive. But somewhere on the wet, gleaming stretch of road between her office and her apartment, her hand found his on the gear shift.

She didn't hold it. Didn't lace her fingers through his. Just rested her hand on top of his — light, hesitant, like a question she wasn't ready to ask out loud.

He turned his hand over. Palm up. An answer.

She placed her palm against his. Finger to finger. Line to line.

Neither of them said a word.

The rain said everything.

After that, the rules changed — slowly, then all at once, the way a crack spreads through glass.

It started with small things. The way she began sitting closer to him on the rooftop, close enough that their shoulders touched and stayed touching. The way his hand found the small of her back when they walked through crowds — not guiding, just resting there, a warm, steady pressure that said I'm here.
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