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CHAPTER ONE

The rain had no mercy tonight.

Aarav Malhotra stood at the floor-to-ceiling window of his twenty-third-floor apartment in South Mumbai, watching the Arabian Sea thrash against the Marine Drive promenade like a living thing trying to claw its way onto land. Lightning split the sky in jagged white veins. The glass trembled under his palm.

He pressed his forehead against it. Cold. Good. He needed cold. He needed something to cut through the fire that had been eating him alive for the past six months — ever since he'd walked away from the only woman who had ever made him feel like breathing was worth the effort.

Meera.

Her name moved through him the way a blade moves through silk — effortless and devastating.

He hadn't said it out loud in weeks. He'd trained himself not to. He'd deleted her number, blocked her on every platform, thrown away the navy-blue scarf she'd left on his couch the last time she'd been here. He'd done everything a rational, disciplined man was supposed to do when a relationship ended.

And none of it had worked.

Because at two in the morning, when the world went quiet enough for him to hear his own thoughts, she was still there — sitting cross-legged on his kitchen counter, laughing at something he'd said, her dark hair falling across one eye, her fingers wrapped around a mug of black coffee she'd never finish.

He squeezed his eyes shut.

Stop.

His phone buzzed on the marble island behind him. He ignored it. It buzzed again. And again. Three rapid vibrations — the pattern of an incoming call, not a message.

He turned.

The screen glowed in the dark apartment, casting a pale rectangle of blue light on the ceiling. He walked toward it slowly, the way a man walks toward something he already knows will hurt him.

Unknown Number.

His thumb hovered. One heartbeat. Two.

He answered.

Silence on the other end. Not dead silence — living silence. The kind that has texture. He could hear breathing, unsteady and shallow, and behind it, the muffled rush of rain, as though the caller was standing somewhere partially sheltered but not entirely.

"Hello?" His voice came out rougher than he intended. Six months of barely speaking to anyone outside of boardrooms had sandpapered it down to something low and scraped.

A breath caught on the other end. A small, involuntary sound — the kind a person makes when they've been holding themselves together with nothing but willpower, and the sound of a familiar voice snaps the last thread.

He knew that sound.

He knew it the way he knew his own heartbeat.

"Meera."

He didn't ask it. He said it. A statement. A certainty that lived in his bones.

"Aarav." Her voice was barely above a whisper, but it landed on him like a fist. "I know I shouldn't be calling. I know that. I know what you said, and I know what I agreed to, and I know—"

"Where are you?"

"—that this is unfair, and I'm sorry, I'm so sorry, but I didn't know who else to—"

"Meera." He gripped the edge of the counter. His knuckles went white. "Where are you?"

A pause. He heard her swallow.

"The old observatory. Malabar Hill."

His stomach dropped.

The Malabar Hill observatory had been abandoned for years — a crumbling colonial-era structure perched on the ridge above the city, surrounded by overgrown banyan trees and rusted iron gates. It had been their place once. Before. When before still existed. They'd climbed the fence on their third date, drunk on cheap wine and the terrifying electricity of new love, and he'd kissed her for the first time against the peeling wall of the eastern turret while the city glittered below them like a scattered jewel box.

Why was she there now? At two in the morning? In a storm?

"Don't move," he said. "I'm coming."

"Aarav, wait — there's something I need to tell you first—"

He hung up.

He was already moving — grabbing his keys, shoving his feet into shoes, pulling a jacket off the hook by the door. His hands were steady. His mind was not. It was a kaleidoscope of fractured images: Meera's face the last time he'd seen her, pale and tear-streaked in the doorway of this very apartment, her lips pressed into a line so tight it looked like she was trying to physically hold the words inside her mouth. The way she'd nodded once — just once — when he'd told her it was over. The way she hadn't fought him. The way that had somehow been worse than if she'd screamed.

The elevator took eleven seconds to arrive. He counted every one.

She's fine. She's fine. She called you, which means she's conscious and coherent, which means she's fine.

But his body didn't believe his brain. His body was operating on something older than logic — something primal and electric that turned his blood into a current pulling him toward her with a force he couldn't name and couldn't resist.

The lobby was empty. His footsteps echoed off the marble floors like gunshots.

He pushed through the glass doors and the rain hit him like a wall.


CHAPTER TWO

The drive to Malabar Hill took fourteen minutes.

Fourteen minutes in which Aarav broke every traffic law the city of Mumbai had ever written. The streets were empty — the storm had swept them clean of people, leaving nothing but black asphalt shining under the amber streetlights and rivers of rainwater rushing along the gutters toward overwhelmed drains. His wipers slashed back and forth at full speed and still couldn't keep up. The world beyond his windshield was a smeared watercolor of light and darkness.

He gripped the steering wheel at ten and two. His jaw was clenched so tight his molars ached.

Why the observatory? Why tonight? Why, after six months of silence — silence she had maintained with the same stubborn discipline he had — why now?

His mind kept circling back to the way her voice had sounded on the phone. Not sad. Not angry. Scared. Meera Sharma did not get scared. She was the woman who had once talked down a knife-wielding mugger outside a Bandra nightclub with nothing but eye contact and a voice so calm it could have narrated a nature documentary. She was the woman who had looked at the oncologist straight in the face when her mother was diagnosed and asked every hard question without flinching, without crying, without looking away.

For her to sound like that — fractured, breathless, unmoored — something was very, very wrong.

He turned onto the narrow road that wound up Malabar Hill, the trees pressing in on both sides like dark walls. The headlights carved white tunnels through the rain. Branches scraped against the roof of his car like fingers trying to pry it open.

The observatory gate appeared in his high beams — a wrought-iron skeleton half-consumed by creeping vines. It was ajar. Not broken open, but deliberately opened, the chain that usually secured it hanging loose and dripping.

He killed the engine. Killed the lights.

Darkness swallowed everything.

He sat for a moment, rain hammering the roof in a relentless percussion, and tried to think clearly. Something about this felt wrong in a way that went beyond Meera's phone call. The open gate. The deliberateness of it. As if someone had prepared for an arrival.

Her arrival, or mine?

He pushed the thought away, opened the door, and stepped into the storm.

The path up to the observatory was more mud than stone now. His shoes sank into it with each step. Water ran down his face, into his eyes, along the back of his neck and under his collar. Within thirty seconds, he was soaked through to the skin, and he didn't care. He didn't care about anything except the pale glow he could see through the arched windows of the eastern turret — a flickering, amber light. Candlelight, maybe. Or a lantern.

She was there.

He climbed the crumbling steps two at a time. The wooden door — what was left of it — hung open on one hinge. He stepped inside.

The smell hit him first. Damp stone. Old wood. And underneath it, something faint and achingly familiar — jasmine and sandalwood, the perfume she'd worn every day for as long as he'd known her. It curled into his lungs and settled there like smoke, and for a moment, just a moment, his vision blurred.

Get it together.

The ground floor was empty — a gutted room with broken tiles and water dripping from a dozen cracks in the ceiling. But the light was coming from above. The spiral staircase in the corner still held, its iron railing brown with rust but structurally sound. He'd tested it years ago, that first night, when they'd climbed it together and she'd grabbed his hand not because she was afraid of the height but because she wanted to touch him and needed an excuse.

He climbed.

Each step groaned under his weight. The sound echoed upward, announcing him. He didn't try to be quiet. He wanted her to know he was coming. He wanted her to hear him and feel what he'd felt when he heard her voice — that terrible, beautiful collapse of every wall he'd spent six months building.

The turret room opened before him.

And there she was.

Meera sat on the stone floor with her back against the curved wall, her knees drawn up to her chest, a battery-powered lantern beside her casting warm gold light across her face. She was soaked. Her dark hair clung to her neck and shoulders in wet ribbons. Her white kurta was translucent with rain, and she'd wrapped her arms around herself in a way that made her look smaller than she was — smaller than the fierce, unyielding woman he'd fallen in love with three years ago in a crowded bookshop in Colaba when she'd argued with him for twenty minutes about whether Murakami was a genius or a fraud.

She looked up when he reached the top of the stairs.

Their eyes met.

The air between them didn't just shift — it detonated. Silently. Invisibly. But he felt it in his chest like a physical concussion, a pressure wave that pushed the breath out of him and left something raw and exposed in its place.

Neither of them spoke for five full seconds.

Then Meera said, very quietly, "You came."

And the way she said it — not with surprise, but with a kind of desperate, devastated relief — told him everything he needed to know about the last six months of her life.

They had been exactly as terrible as his.


CHAPTER THREE

"Of course I came."

He heard the anger in his own voice before he felt it. It rose from somewhere deep and hot, a place that had nothing to do with logic and everything to do with the fact that she was sitting on the floor of a crumbling building in the middle of a storm at two in the morning and she had called him — not a friend, not the police, not anyone else in a city of twenty million people — him. Because even after everything, even after the wreckage they'd made of each other, she still believed he would come.

And she was right. That was the part that made him furious.

"Get up," he said. His voice was harder than he intended. He didn't soften it. "We're leaving."

"No."

The word landed between them like a dropped stone.

He stared at her. She stared back. Her eyes — those impossible dark brown eyes that shifted between black and amber depending on the light — were steady now. Whatever fear had been in her voice on the phone, she'd packed it away in the time it took him to drive here. She'd rebuilt her walls. He recognized the architecture. He'd built identical ones.

"Meera, this building isn't safe. The storm—"

"I need to tell you something first."

"You can tell me in the car."

"No, I can't." She shook her head slowly. "Because if I get in your car, I'll be close to you. And if I'm close to you, I won't be able to think. And I need to think right now, Aarav. I need to think."

The raw honesty of it hit him like a slap.

He stood at the top of the staircase, rain still dripping from his clothes, pooling around his shoes on the ancient stone floor, and he fought the urge to cross the six feet between them and pull her into his arms. Not because he wanted to comfort her. Because he wanted to feel her — the physical, undeniable reality of her — and confirm that this wasn't one of the dreams that had been torturing him for months. The ones where he found her, held her, pressed his face into her hair and breathed her in, only to wake up alone in a bed that still smelled like her even though he'd changed the sheets four times.

He didn't move. He leaned against the doorframe instead, crossed his arms over his chest, and waited.

She took a breath. Let it out slowly through parted lips.

"Someone is following me," she said.

The words landed in his gut like ice water.

"What?"

"For the past three weeks. Maybe longer. I didn't notice at first — or maybe I didn't want to notice. But it's real. A man. I've never seen his face clearly. He's always at a distance — across the street, at the far end of a train platform, in a car parked outside my apartment building. Always watching. Never approaching."

Aarav's arms uncrossed. His hands dropped to his sides and curled into fists. Something ancient and territorial shifted in his chest — a protective instinct so fierce it almost frightened him.

"Have you gone to the police?"

"And told them what? That I have a feeling?" She let out a breath that might have been a laugh in another lifetime. "I'm a criminal psychologist, Aarav. I know exactly what they'd say. They'd say I'm stressed. They'd say I'm projecting. They'd say the same thing I've said to a hundred clients — that hypervigilance isn't evidence."

"But you don't believe that."

"No." Her voice dropped. "I don't."

He watched her face in the lantern light. The shadows moved across her features — the high cheekbones, the sharp jaw, the full lower lip she always bit when she was holding something back. She was holding something back now. He could see it in the way her fingers tightened around her own arms, the knuckles whitening.

"There's more," he said. Not a question.

She closed her eyes.

"Last Tuesday. I came home from the university. My apartment door was locked — deadbolt, chain, everything exactly as I'd left it. But inside…" She paused. Her throat moved as she swallowed. "My bookshelf. The one in the living room. Every book had been turned so the spine faced inward. Every single one. And on my bed — my bed, Aarav — there was a single white lily. No note. No card. Just the flower, placed exactly in the center of the pillow."

The silence that followed was so heavy it had texture.

Aarav felt something cold crawl up his spine. Not fear — not exactly. Something worse. Recognition. This wasn't random. This was methodical. Deliberate. Someone who could enter a locked apartment without leaving a trace, who chose white lilies — funeral flowers — who rearranged books like a signature. This was a person with patience, access, and a very specific kind of obsession.

"Why didn't you call me then?" The question came out sharper than he meant.

Her eyes opened. They glistened.

"Because you told me not to. You told me that if we were ever going to survive losing each other, we had to make it clean. No calls. No texts. No 'just checking in.' You said that, Aarav. You stood in your doorway and you said, 'If you love me, don't contact me,' and I—" Her voice cracked. She pressed her lips together, hard, and looked away. "I loved you. So I didn't."

The words hung in the air like shrapnel.

He wanted to argue. He wanted to tell her that she should have called, that safety trumped heartbreak, that no promise made in the wreckage of a breakup should hold weight when someone was stalking her. But he couldn't speak. Because she was right. He had said those words. He had stood in his doorway, half-destroyed, and spoken them with the conviction of a man who believed that the only way to stop bleeding was to cauterize the wound.

He hadn't considered that there might come a night when she'd need him and his own words would be the wall between them.

"I'm here now," he said. His voice was low. Rough. Barely controlled. "Tell me everything."


CHAPTER FOUR

She told him.

For the next forty minutes, while the storm raged against the observatory walls and the lantern flickered between them like a fragile heartbeat, Meera laid out every detail with the clinical precision of a woman who analyzed predators for a living — and the barely concealed terror of a woman who had realized she'd become prey.

The first incident had been subtle. A feeling at the back of her neck during her evening walk along Carter Road — the primitive, lizard-brain awareness of being watched. She'd dismissed it. Everyone feels watched sometimes. It's a neurological glitch, a misfire of the amygdala, nothing more.
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