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​About the Author 

SANKULAHUB writes clean, emotionally focused romance that blends warmth, humor, and real-life tenderness. These stories stay rooted in everyday choices and ordinary places where love feels possible again, with gentle pacing, heartfelt dialogue, and endings that honor both hope and growth.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Alara Sen is a calm, capable curator of a small audio message kiosk inside a busy metro station, someone who can manage a crowd but struggles to let anyone manage her heart.

Dev Malhotra is a quiet audio engineer who fixes what other people label unfixable, and he has a habit of listening past the words until he reaches what someone is trying not to say.

Leena Borkar is Alara’s closest friend and unofficial emergency plan, the person who can turn panic into a checklist and a hard day into a laugh without minimizing the hurt.

Zoya Iyer is Dev’s younger sister and his built-in honesty alarm, a blunt, affectionate presence who refuses to let him hide behind politeness when the truth matters.

Anvi Malhotra is Dev’s niece, a small, fearless heartbeat in the family who treats the world like it is full of new friends and dares the adults to do the same.

Sameer Dutta is the metro station supervisor with a strict love for rules and a soft spot for good publicity, determined to keep the kiosk open for the upcoming city anniversary event.
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​Introduction Scene
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The first time Alara heard her own voice in the metro, it wasn’t coming from her throat. It was coming from the kiosk speaker above her head, bright and clear, cutting through the rush-hour clatter like a hand on her shoulder. For half a second, she didn’t understand what she was hearing. Then the words landed, familiar in a way that made her knees go strangely light.

Hello. If you are listening to this, it means I finally learned how to leave without turning around.

A few commuters slowed. Someone laughed at the melodrama, the way people do when something private pops out in public. A teenage boy nudged his friend and pointed at the kiosk like it had started telling jokes. An elderly couple paused near the pillar and looked up, curious. A child tugged his mother’s sleeve and asked what the kiosk was saying.

Alara’s hands went cold around her tablet. She stared at the small screen that controlled the booth and watched the waveform bounce as if it belonged to someone else. The kiosk was supposed to play cheerful prompts, short sample messages, harmless little hellos that made people smile while they waited for their train. It was not supposed to play her. It was not supposed to play that recording.

She stepped toward the booth, weaving between shoulders and backpacks, the smell of coffee and warm concrete thick in the air. The kiosk’s glass door reflected her face back at her, composed in the way she practiced. It also reflected the crowd gathering, their interest sharpening with every second her old voice stayed alive.

Alara reached for the emergency stop on the side panel. Her fingers hovered, then pressed. Nothing happened. She pressed again, harder, as if the machine could be intimidated into obeying. The recording continued, soft but relentless, her past self sounding braver than she remembered ever being.

I don’t know how to say goodbye in a way that doesn’t sound like I’m asking you to chase me. So I’ll say hello instead. I’ll say hello from the other side of whatever this is.

Heat climbed up Alara’s neck. Her chest felt too tight for the normal, steady breaths she relied on. She could feel eyes turning toward her now, not because they recognized her, but because she looked like the person who belonged to the kiosk. The person who should fix it. The person who should not be standing there as if the floor had shifted.

From behind her, the metro announcement blared something about platform changes and delays, the speaker crackling with static. It should have drowned the kiosk out. Instead, the kiosk sounded determined, as if it had waited years for this moment.

Alara’s mind tried to sprint through solutions. Shut off the power. Pull the plug. If she yanked the main cable, the booth would go dark. The recordings would stop. The crowd would drift away. The crisis would become a maintenance report and a mild scolding.

But the city anniversary event was in two days. The kiosk was booked for a ribbon-cut moment with a local news crew. Sameer had reminded her three times already that this little booth was a “feel-good story,” a symbol of connection in a city that moved too fast to look anyone in the eye. If she killed power now, she would have to explain why. She would have to explain why she looked like she had seen a ghost in a glass booth.

The recording reached the part she didn’t want anyone to hear. The part that still burned, even after all this time.

I kept your last message. I listened to it until it stopped sounding like you and started sounding like a mistake I made.

Alara’s breath snagged. Her pulse thudded in her ears, loud enough to compete with the crowd. Her fingers finally found the edge of the booth door and pulled. The door didn’t budge. Locked, as it always was during peak hours. Secure, because people loved to bang on anything that promised attention. Secure, because the booth held hundreds of recordings from strangers, little treasures meant for someone else.

Secure, and now holding her worst moment hostage.

A man in a blue metro security vest approached, cautious and already annoyed. “Ma’am, is this part of the program?” he asked, nodding at the kiosk like it was misbehaving on purpose.

“No,” Alara said, and the word came out sharper than she intended. She forced it softer. “No, it’s a malfunction. I’m fixing it.”

The guard’s gaze slid over her, measuring whether she looked like a person who fixed things. “It’s causing a crowd,” he said.

“I know,” Alara replied. “Give me two minutes.”

She tried the stop button again. Nothing. She tried the touch panel inside the kiosk through the glass, tapping the corner where she knew the controls sat. Nothing. The kiosk’s screen had frozen on a cheerful template that said Record Your Hello, as if it was innocent.

Alara lifted her phone and called Leena without thinking. The call rang once. Twice. Leena answered with the kind of voice that sounded like she was already holding a pen.

“What broke,” Leena asked, skipping the greeting as always.

“The kiosk,” Alara said. Her eyes stayed on the booth. On the bouncing waveform. On her own words. “It’s playing an old recording. One of mine.”

There was a pause, just long enough for Leena to understand what that meant. “Your recording,” Leena repeated, quieter now.

“Yes.”

“Okay,” Leena said. “Okay. Breathe. Where are you standing.”

“In front of it. People are listening.”

“Who else is there,” Leena asked, and Alara could hear the click of a keyboard, the immediate shift into action.

Alara’s throat tightened again. She didn’t want to answer that question, because the real fear wasn’t the crowd. The real fear was a name that her body remembered before her mind fully caught up. A voice that had once made her feel safe enough to be honest.

She heard the footsteps before she saw him. They were unhurried, but direct, cutting through the restless movement of the platform like someone who knew exactly where he was going. Then the crowd shifted, a subtle widening of space, the way people make room for someone who looks like he belongs in a problem.

Alara turned.

Dev was walking toward the kiosk with a tool bag in one hand and a folded work order in the other. He wore a plain dark shirt and jeans, nothing flashy, but he carried himself with that quiet steadiness that made the world feel slightly less chaotic. His hair was a little longer than she remembered, the kind of change time grants without permission. His face was the same in the ways that mattered, except for the tiredness around his eyes, as if he had spent years listening to things that hurt.

He didn’t look at her right away. He looked up at the kiosk speaker as her old voice continued to spill into the metro. Something in his expression tightened, not shock exactly, but recognition. Like a door in his mind had opened and he was bracing for what was inside.

Alara’s stomach turned. Not because she still wanted him, not because she didn’t, but because the past had found a microphone.

Dev’s gaze finally slid to her, and the air between them changed. It didn’t go dramatically. It went still. It went sharp. It went honest in a way the metro never allowed.

Leena was still on the phone, saying Alara’s name softly now, trying to tether her. But Alara couldn’t respond. Her tongue felt heavy, as if her body had decided words were dangerous again.

Dev stopped a step away, close enough that she could see the faint smear of grease on his knuckles, the kind of detail that made him real and not a memory. His eyes flicked to her face, then to the panel, then back. Like he was choosing which problem to solve first.

“It’s stuck in playback mode,” he said, voice calm, professional. But there was an edge under it, something that didn’t belong to a work order.

Alara forced herself to speak. “Can you stop it?”

“Yes,” Dev said. Then he paused, and his gaze lifted toward the speaker again as her old voice kept talking about a goodbye she had never fully understood herself. “But it won’t be clean.”

“What does that mean,” Alara asked.

“It means,” Dev said, carefully, “the easiest way to stop it is to cut power. But if we cut power while it’s looping, there’s a chance the current file corrupts and drags others with it.”

Alara swallowed. “Others,” she repeated.

Dev’s eyes held hers for a beat too long. “The archive,” he said. “This kiosk stores more than people think.”

Alara’s heart beat hard enough to hurt. The archive was supposed to be secure, encrypted, and protected. The archive was not supposed to hold anything of hers anymore. She had deleted her personal files years ago, or at least she had tried.

The guard hovered nearby, impatience rising. “Is it getting fixed,” he demanded.

Dev turned slightly and offered the guard a steady nod that felt like a quiet command. “Two minutes,” he said, and somehow it didn’t sound like a promise, it sounded like a decision.

The guard backed off a step, satisfied by the confidence.

Alara stared at Dev. “Why are you here,” she asked, and she hated how thin her voice sounded. “I didn’t call the vendor.”

Dev lifted the work order. “Sameer did,” he said. “He filed it as urgent and put my name on it.” His mouth tightened in something that might have been humor if the situation wasn’t slicing them open. “I didn’t know it was you.”

The kiosk speaker crackled, then her old voice softened into the final line she had recorded in a small apartment at midnight, hands shaking around a cheap mic, pretending courage was a choice and not a need.

If you ever want to start over, don’t chase me. Just say hello.

The line ended. For half a second there was blessed silence, and the crowd exhaled like they had been watching a short film. Then the recording started again from the beginning.

Hello. If you are listening to this, it means I finally learned how to leave without turning around.

A few people chuckled again. Someone murmured, “What is this, a show.” Another person lifted their phone to record.

Alara’s face burned. The instinct to run rose like a wave, strong and humiliating. But Dev had already set his tool bag down, already crouched at the panel, already pulling out a small device and a set of keys. He moved with the calm efficiency of someone who refused to panic, even when the world was trying to make him.

“Alara,” Leena said into the phone, and this time her voice was a firm anchor. “Tell me you’re still breathing.”

Alara didn’t look away from Dev. “I’m breathing,” she whispered.

Dev’s hands paused for a fraction of a moment when he heard his name on the looped recording. He didn’t react outwardly, but something in him shifted, like a memory turning its face toward the light. He resumed working, shoulders steady.

“This shouldn’t be in the public playlist,” he said.

“It isn’t,” Alara replied quickly. “It was private. It was deleted.”

Dev glanced up at her, eyes questioning. “Deleted,” he repeated.

Alara’s mouth went dry. Because deleted had been the lie she told herself, the one she needed to believe to keep living like she hadn’t left something unfinished behind.

Dev turned back to the panel and finally found what he needed. The kiosk door clicked, unlocked. He pulled it open, stepped inside, and reached for the internal console. He didn’t invite her in. He didn’t shut her out. He simply moved like he was doing his job, but his presence inside her booth, touching the machine that held her voice, felt like an intimacy she had not consented to and could not deny.

“Here’s the truth,” Dev said, keeping his voice low so only she could hear it over the station noise. “If we do this carefully, we can stop the loop without wiping the archive. If we do it fast, we can kill everything and blame hardware failure. Either way, someone is going to ask questions.”

Alara’s fingers tightened around her phone. “Then do it carefully,” she said, even though her whole body wanted fast, wanted erased, wanted safe.

Dev nodded once, as if he had expected that answer. “Okay.”

He tapped a few commands on the internal console. The kiosk speaker stuttered. The loop faltered. For one breath, it sounded like the machine was about to obey. Then the screen flashed and a list of files appeared, a folder tree deeper than Alara had ever seen on her own access panel.

Dev’s brows drew together. “This is not the normal interface,” he murmured.

Alara leaned closer, forgetting the crowd. “What is that?”

Dev scrolled. File names flickered by, most of them harmless, labeled by time and anonymous user numbers. Then he stopped. His finger hovered over one file, as if he didn’t trust himself to touch it.

Alara followed his gaze, and the world tilted again.

The file name wasn’t a number. It was a phrase.

Hello Alara.

And next to it was a timestamp from this morning.

Alara’s lungs forgot how to work. She stared at the screen as if it might change into something sensible if she stared hard enough. She hadn’t recorded anything today. No one was supposed to know her name inside this system.

Dev looked at her slowly, and the calm in his face cracked just enough to reveal a question he couldn’t swallow.

“Someone used your name,” he said quietly. “Inside the archive.”

Alara’s voice came out thin. “Can you play it?”

Dev hesitated. The crowd was still there. The guard was still watching. A woman nearby was still holding up her phone, hoping for another dramatic line.

Dev’s eyes stayed on Alara, steady and serious. “Not here,” he said. “Not like this.”

Alara’s chest tightened, frustration and fear tangling together. “Then where.”

Dev lifted the work order and folded it once, as if he was creating space between the professional problem and the personal one. “I can stop the loop now,” he said. “But if we want to know how that file got there, and what it says, we need time and privacy.”

Alara’s mind raced through all the reasons she should refuse. All the reasons she should protect herself. All the reasons she should never again sit alone with Dev Malhotra and trust the air between them.

Then the kiosk speaker crackled and her old recording started again, loud and shameless, offering her past like entertainment. The crowd leaned in, hungry for the next line. The woman’s phone stayed raised.

Dev stepped out of the booth and stood beside Alara, not touching her, but close enough that the world stopped pressing in from every side. His voice dropped even lower. “Say yes,” he said. “Not to me. To the truth. One hour after your shift. I’ll bring the archive drive. We’ll listen. Then you can decide what hello means now.”

Alara stared at the file name on the screen, at her name sitting there like an invitation and a threat. She felt the turning point like a click in her ribs, the moment where running would no longer be the safer choice.

She swallowed and gave the smallest nod.

Dev’s gaze held hers for a beat longer, and then he turned back to the console. “Okay,” he said, and this time the word sounded like a beginning.
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​Chapter 1: The Message That Wasn’t Mine
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Alara kept her face steady while the station tried to turn her past into a show. A few people were still watching the kiosk like it might continue its dramatic confession on demand, and the fact that her own voice had become public noise felt almost unreal, like she had stepped out of her body and left it behind on the platform. She heard the recording begin again, heard herself say hello like it was a dare, and she hated how the word sounded like courage when she remembered how much fear had been underneath it.

Dev leaned in toward the console inside the booth, his shoulders blocking the screen from the crowd. He moved with the kind of calm that didn’t ask permission, the kind that had once made Alara believe she could stop holding her breath. “I’m going to mute the speaker first,” he said, low and even, as if he were talking to her through a power outage instead of a heart problem. “Then I’ll break the loop.”

Alara nodded, because it was easier than explaining that her throat felt too tight for anything else. Her phone was still pressed to her ear, Leena’s voice a steady thread she didn’t want to lose.

“I’m on my way,” Leena said. “Do not do anything heroic. Do not yank wires. Do not faint dramatically in public. I will arrive and insult the machine until it behaves.”

Alara managed a small, breathless sound that might have been a laugh if it didn’t hurt. “Hurry.”

Dev’s fingers flew across a hidden control panel. The kiosk speaker crackled, stuttered, and then fell silent. The sudden quiet was so abrupt the crowd collectively blinked, as if the station had turned off their entertainment mid-scene. A few people groaned. Someone muttered about the best part being cut. The woman holding up her phone lowered it in disappointment and wandered away like a bored audience member.

The guard who had been hovering stepped in again, already ready to reclaim his authority. “Is it done now,” he asked, voice sharp.

“It’s contained,” Dev replied, not looking at him, and there was something about the way he said it that made the guard step back without argument. Dev slid out of the booth, leaving the door open only a crack, and angled his body so the console screen was hidden again. He wasn’t touching Alara, but he stood near enough that the air around her felt less exposed.

Alara took a breath she could finally feel in her lungs. The humiliation didn’t disappear. It just stopped being loud.

Dev glanced at her phone. “You have help coming,” he said.

“Leena,” Alara answered automatically, then caught herself. She didn’t want to explain names to him. She didn’t want to explain anything.

Dev’s gaze softened for a brief second, then settled back into focus. “Good.”

He slipped inside the booth again. Alara watched through the glass as he worked, and her mind kept trying to drag her back in time. The last time she had watched Dev concentrate, he had been bent over a microphone in a tiny studio space, headphones pushed back, hair falling into his eyes, listening as if a person’s voice was something sacred you handled carefully. He had asked her to record a simple hello then, too. He had said it mattered because first words set the tone of everything that came after. She had believed him. She had stayed too long, and then she had left too abruptly, and now that one midnight recording was trying to reopen itself like a wound.

A commuter brushed past her shoulder, irritated by the lingering slowdown. Alara stepped back toward a pillar to clear the flow, still watching Dev. She wondered if he could feel her eyes on him the way she felt his presence like gravity.

A minute later, Sameer arrived, breathless and flushed, moving with the determined panic of a man whose entire identity was built on smooth operations and good publicity. He had his station badge swinging from his neck, and his expression was already forming an accusation.

“What happened,” Sameer demanded, eyes flicking between Alara and the booth. “People were gathering. Someone tagged the kiosk on social media. I have a city anniversary event in two days and now I have—” He cut himself off as Dev stepped out again and closed the booth door with a careful click.

Dev didn’t look intimidated. He simply looked tired of being rushed. “There was a playback loop bug,” he said. “It’s not public-facing anymore.”

Sameer stared at him. “Are you a tech vendor?”

“I’m the person fixing it,” Dev replied, and his tone made it clear he wasn’t interested in titles.

Sameer’s gaze snapped back to Alara, as if he needed someone to blame who couldn’t out-calm him. “Alara,” he said, sharpening her name into a question. “Why was it playing something like that? People thought it was a campaign.”

Alara’s instinct was to apologize. Too smooth. To take responsibility for anything broken. She forced herself to pause, the way Leena had taught her, and answer only what was true. “It was a malfunction,” she said. “It shouldn’t have happened. It won’t happen again.”

Sameer exhaled through his nose, still unhappy. “It better not. I need a full report by the end of the day. And I need the booth open for recordings tomorrow because the schedule is full.”

Dev’s jaw tightened slightly. “Tomorrow is too soon,” he said.

Sameer blinked, offended by the idea that a machine had needs. “Excuse me.”

Dev didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t soften either. “If the archive is unstable, reopening it before I run a full integrity check risks losing stored files. This kiosk is a feel-good story to you. It’s personal to the people who recorded messages in it.” His eyes lifted briefly to Sameer’s face. “Do you want to be the one explaining to strangers why their last hello to a parent is gone.”

Sameer’s mouth opened, then closed. For a moment, the station noise filled the space between them like a referee. Then Sameer looked away, irritated but trapped by the logic. “Fine,” he snapped. “Then what.”

Dev nodded toward Alara’s tablet. “Shift recordings to tomorrow afternoon,” he said. “Keep the booth closed during peak hours. I’ll return early this morning for a controlled test run.”

Sameer looked at Alara as if asking whether she trusted this man. Alara’s chest tightened. Trust was a word with history here. But the booth was also her responsibility, and losing the archive would be unforgivable. “He’s right,” she said quietly. “If there’s a risk, we shouldn’t take it.”

Sameer’s eyes narrowed, not liking that he couldn’t push. “One day,” he warned. “No more surprises.”

He marched away, already tapping at his phone and muttering into it, probably rewriting the schedule with the kind of resentment only administrators could produce.

The crowd had dispersed. The platform returned to its usual rhythm, as if nothing had happened. But Alara still felt like she was standing in the middle of a spilled secret.

Dev crouched by the side panel and slid a plain sheet of paper into the holder, a quick handwritten note that simply said the booth was temporarily unavailable. It wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t explanatory. It was the smallest possible shield.

When he stood, he looked at Alara again. “You okay,” he asked, and the question was so ordinary it nearly cracked her.

Alara wanted to tell him she was fine because that was what she always said. Instead she heard herself answer honestly, in the narrow space his calm created. “I’m functioning,” she said.

A flicker of something moved across Dev’s face, something like recognition. “That’s not the same thing,” he said softly.

Alara’s throat tightened. She glanced down at her phone, where Leena was still on the line, but Leena had gone quiet, listening like she always did when she sensed the emotional temperature shifting.

Dev lowered his voice. “We can talk later,” he said, and it wasn’t a demand. It was an offering with edges. “After your shift.”

Alara swallowed. “Where,” she asked.

Dev’s gaze shifted, scanning the busy station with practical caution. “There’s a service office behind the storage hallway,” he said. “No cameras inside. It’s boring. It smells like old paper. It’s perfect.”

Leena made a faint sound in Alara’s ear that translated clearly into do not go into a weird back room with a man from your past. Alara almost smiled.

“I’ll come,” Alara said anyway, and felt the weight of the decision settle into her bones. Not because she trusted him with her heart. Because she needed the truth to stop echoing in public.

Dev nodded once. Then, as if remembering the world still existed around them, he reached into his pocket and handed her a small station pass. “Show this at the gate,” he said. “It’ll get you through the staff corridor without being questioned.”

Alara stared at the pass. The last time Dev had given her access to something, it had been to his small studio, to the quiet space where he said voices were sacred. She didn’t like how quickly her mind connected the dots.

“Thank you,” she managed.

Dev’s eyes held hers for half a breath longer than necessary. Then he stepped back, re-shouldered his tool bag, and disappeared into the tide of commuters.

Leena finally spoke. “I have arrived,” she announced, breathless, as if she had sprinted the whole way out of sheer determination to supervise Alara’s life choices. Alara turned and saw her friend weaving through the crowd with the focus of someone navigating a battlefield with a latte in hand.

Leena reached Alara and immediately assessed the scene with sharp eyes. “Are you alive,” she asked, taking Alara’s face gently between her hands as if checking for cracks.

“I’m alive,” Alara said.

Leena’s gaze flicked toward the kiosk. “Was that your voice? Was that really you being poetic in public.”

Alara’s cheeks heated. “Yes.”

Leena’s eyebrows climbed. “Alara.”

“I didn’t choose it,” Alara protested.

“I know,” Leena said, and her voice softened. “I know. Okay. We handle the practical first. Then we fall apart privately like civilized people.”

Alara let out a breath that felt like permission.

They spent the next hour doing what Alara did best when she wasn’t allowed to feel. She logged the incident, documented the malfunction, emailed Sameer a calm summary that didn’t mention the fact that her own voice had been the culprit, and rerouted the day’s bookings with polite apologies. Leena hovered like an emotional bodyguard, intercepting questions with humor and vague authority.

When a woman approached asking why the booth was closed because her husband was traveling and she wanted to record a hello for him, Leena smiled sympathetically and told her the booth was getting a safety check so no one’s message would ever be lost. The woman nodded, satisfied, and walked away. Alara’s throat tightened again at the word lost.

Later, during a quieter lull, a young couple stopped at the kiosk and stared at the closed sign with disappointment. The man shrugged, and the woman bumped her shoulder into his, playful. “Fine,” she said, loud enough for Alara to hear. “We’ll just say hello the old way.”

The man grinned and leaned close to the woman’s ear. Alara didn’t hear the words, but she saw the way the woman’s face softened, the way she laughed like it was a gift. Alara’s chest ached with a sudden, sharp longing for something uncomplicated.

Leena watched the couple too, then glanced at Alara, reading her as easily as always. “Do not spiral,” Leena warned gently. “You are not allowed. Not until we have snacks.”

Alara’s laugh came out strained but real. “You’re impossible.”

“I’m necessary,” Leena replied. “Tell me what’s going on. Why did that recording matter? Don’t say it didn’t.”

Alara hesitated, then said the truth in the smallest pieces she could manage. “It was a goodbye I tried to erase,” she whispered. “And he’s here.”

Leena’s eyes sharpened. “He,” she repeated.

Alara didn’t say Dev’s name. She didn’t need to. Leena had heard enough.

Leena’s mouth pressed into a line, thoughtful. “Okay,” she said finally. “New rule. You do not go into any back office alone. I don’t care if it smells like old paper and heartbreak. I’m coming within shouting distance.”

Alara opened her mouth to protest, but Leena raised a hand. “No arguing,” she said. “Your face looked like you were about to evaporate. I will not allow you to evaporate unsupervised.”

Alara’s chest loosened a fraction. “Fine,” she said, even though she knew she’d probably break that agreement. She wasn’t proud of it. She was simply aware that whatever was coming felt like something she had to face without an audience, even if the audience was in love.

By the time Alara’s shift ended, the station lights had shifted into that early evening glow that made everything look a little kinder than it really was. Commuters moved with tired urgency. The air held the scent of street food drifting down from the city above. Alara signed off on the day’s log, shut down the front panel, and tucked the station pass Dev had given her into her pocket like it was a dangerous coin.

Leena stood beside her, arms crossed. “I’m still coming,” she reminded Alara.

Alara nodded, then lied softly. “Stay close,” she said, and meant it in a way that didn’t include the part of her that needed a private moment.

They took the staff corridor, the noise dropping away as the door shut behind them. The hallway smelled faintly of cleaning solution and old metal. Their footsteps echoed. At the end of the corridor, Dev was waiting exactly where he had said he would be, leaning against a wall near a door labeled only with a number. He looked up when he saw them, and his expression shifted with brief surprise at Leena’s presence.

“Hi,” Leena said brightly, stepping forward before Alara could manage anything. “I’m Leena. I’m here to ensure no one does anything emotionally reckless in a room full of dusty folders.”

Dev blinked once, then something that might have been amusement touched his eyes. “Dev,” he replied simply. “Fair.”

Alara wished she could disappear and also wished she could stay exactly where she was, suspended in the strange new triangle of the present.

Dev pushed off the wall and held up a small hard drive case. “I brought a clean copy of the archive slice,” he said, then looked at Alara. “This is the safest way. We listen, we verify the timestamp, we figure out how it got there.”

Alara nodded, trying to focus on the practical words. “Okay.”

Dev unlocked the door with a key and pushed it open. The room beyond was exactly as he had described: cramped, boring, lined with shelves of paper and spare parts, the kind of place no one would choose to stand in unless they needed quiet. A small desk sat in the corner with an old monitor and a keyboard that looked like it belonged to another decade.

Leena hovered at the doorway like a sentry. “I’m right here,” she told Alara, softer now.

Alara stepped inside anyway. The air felt still, almost reverent, like the room had absorbed years of secrets and never repeated them.

Dev set the drive on the desk and powered up the monitor. The screen flickered, then settled into a plain interface. He worked quickly, plugging cables, typing commands. Alara watched his hands and tried not to remember what his hands had looked like years ago when he had held a coffee cup out to her, offering warmth without asking for anything in return.

Dev glanced over his shoulder. “Are you sure,” he asked, and the question landed with more weight than a technical file.

Alara drew a slow breath. “Play it,” she said.

Dev put on a pair of headphones, then paused, pulled a second pair from his bag, and held them out to Alara. He didn’t touch her. He didn’t lean in. He simply offered the headphones like a bridge.

Alara took them. Her fingers brushed his for the briefest moment, accidental and small, and the contact felt like a spark she had trained herself not to expect anymore.

Dev clicked the file named Hello Alara.

For a second there was only soft static, the kind that usually came before a voice arrived. Alara’s heart thudded once, hard, as if bracing for impact.

Then a small, clear voice filled the headphones, bright as a bell and completely unfamiliar.

“Hello, Alara,” the child said, cheerful and fearless. “Uncle Dev says you’re the bravest hello in the whole world. He says you taught him that a hello can be a promise. So I’m saying it first, okay. Hello.”

Alara froze.

Across from her, Dev went perfectly still, his eyes locked on the screen as if it had betrayed him.

The child’s voice continued, giggling a little. “If you’re real, you have to tell him you’re real. Because he gets quiet when he thinks about you. He does that thing where he listens like the room is talking. Zoya says I’m not supposed to say that, but I’m saying it anyway.”

Alara’s breath caught. She lifted her gaze slowly to Dev’s face.

Dev looked like someone had reached into his chest and turned on a light he hadn’t been ready to see.

And the child’s voice, warm and insistent, whispered the next line as if it were the most obvious truth in the world.

“Tell him hello back. Please.”
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​Chapter 2: The Brave Hello
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For a long moment after the child’s voice stopped, the room didn’t feel like a storage office anymore. It felt like a small, suspended pocket of time where nothing moved unless it mattered. Alara sat with the headphones still over her ears, not because she wanted to keep listening, but because taking them off felt like admitting the message had been real.

Across the desk, Dev didn’t reach for the mouse. He didn’t clear his throat. He didn’t offer an explanation that would make this neat. He just stared at the file list as if it had changed the air between them, as if it had taken something private from his life and placed it directly into Alara’s hands.

Leena stood near the doorway, one shoulder against the frame, watching them both with a stillness that was louder than any warning. The humor she’d used in the hallway was gone. Her face held the look of a person who would step in immediately if Alara’s eyes started to go distant.

Alara finally slid the headphones down around her neck. The silence that followed felt thicker than before, like the room was waiting to see what she would do with it.

“Who was that,” Alara asked.

The question came out simple. Almost flat. It wasn’t the question she wanted to ask most, not really. The question she wanted to ask most was why. Why her name. Why now? Why Dev’s life had reached into hers like this, through a child’s voice, through a kiosk that should have been nothing more than a job.

Dev’s hands were still resting on the edge of the desk, fingers relaxed but unmoving. When he looked up, his eyes were careful, as if he didn’t want to startle her.

“Anvi,” he said quietly. “She’s my niece.”

Alara’s mind snagged on the word niece. She had to adjust her internal picture of Dev in real time, as if she’d been carrying an old photograph and suddenly someone had handed her a living version with new details. A niece meant family gatherings. A niece meant bedtime stories and school runs and small hands tugging on his sleeve. A niece meant Dev had built a life that included laughter in the background.

“She sounds,” Alara began, then stopped, because saying sweet out loud felt too intimate. She tried again. “She sounds fearless.”

Dev’s mouth tightened, not quite a smile, not quite pain. “She is,” he said. “In the way kids are. She doesn’t know what she can’t say yet.”

That landed with a soft sting. Alara stared at the drive case on the desk as if it might explain itself. “How did she record a message inside the kiosk,” she asked. “And why would she use my name?”

Dev’s gaze dropped to the file list again. “I didn’t put it there,” he said. “I didn’t even know it was there until... until today.”

Alara’s chest tightened. The words sounded like distance, like the kind of careful denial people used when they didn’t want responsibility. She didn’t accuse him. She didn’t raise her voice. She simply let the silence stretch a little, enough to make room for truth.

Dev exhaled slowly, as if he understood what she was doing. “Okay,” he said. “Let me tell you what I know. And if any part of it feels wrong to you, you tell me to stop.”

Leena’s eyes sharpened at that, approving and wary at the same time.

Dev pulled his chair back and stayed seated, as if standing might feel too intense. “Anvi comes with me sometimes when I’m on calls,” he said. “Not often. Only when Zoya is busy, and I can’t leave her with anyone else. She likes machines. She likes buttons. She likes anything that looks like it might hold a secret.”

Alara’s throat tightened again, but this time it wasn’t fear. It was the strange, unwanted tenderness of picturing a child leaning over a console with curiosity shining out of her whole face.

“The kiosk,” Dev continued, “has been on my schedule off and on for months. It’s not supposed to be complicated, but it’s older than the station wants to admit. It has quirks. It stores backups in places the front panel doesn’t show. The vendor system is messy.”

Alara frowned. “You’ve been working on it for months.”

Dev nodded once. “Maintenance. Updates. Integrity checks. Small fixes they don’t want to pay for until they become big.” He paused, then added, softer, “I didn’t know you were attached to it.”

Alara’s fingers curled lightly around the headphone band. “I work here,” she said. “It’s my kiosk.”

“I didn’t know it was yours,” Dev repeated, and this time the words had weight, as if he were trying to be precise with every syllable. “I didn’t know you were the one managing it. I didn’t know you were the one taking the bookings. I didn’t even know you were in this part of the city.”

Alara didn’t answer. She could feel Leena’s gaze on her, could feel her friend waiting for Alara to say something that didn’t reduce herself to a polite surface.

Dev looked at the monitor again. “Two weeks ago,” he said, “Anvi was with me for a quick call. The kiosk was closed for a short window. She asked what it was. I told her it was a booth where people record hellos. She thought that was the best idea anyone had ever had. She wanted to record one.”

“And you let her,” Alara said, unable to keep the edge out of her voice.

Dev didn’t flinch. “I let her record a hello,” he said. “Not to you. Just a hello. Something silly. Something for Zoya. I didn’t save it to the public playlist. I didn’t label it with a name. I didn’t upload it anywhere.”

Alara held his gaze. “Then why is it labeled Hello Alara.”

Dev’s jaw tightened. “Because,” he said, and the word sounded like it cost him something. He looked down at his hands, then back up. “Because she asked me who I would say hello to if I could say hello to anyone. And I answered without thinking.”

The room went quiet again, but the silence shifted. It was no longer the silence of a technical problem. It was the silence of something personal stepping into the open.

Alara’s chest felt strangely hollow. “You told her about me,” she said.

Dev’s eyes didn’t move away. “Not details,” he said quickly. “Not history. Not anything that belongs to you. Just... a name. A person. A truth I didn’t know I was still carrying in my mouth.”

Leena made a small sound near the door, not a comment, more like a reminder to breathe.

Alara stared at Dev, trying to understand what it meant to be named by him after all this time. She wanted to reject it. She wanted to treat it as an accident. But the child’s message had been too pointed, too full of specific pleading to be nothing.

“She said you get quiet when you think about me,” Alara said, and her voice came out thinner than she wanted.

Dev’s gaze flickered, as if he wished the child hadn’t said that part. “Kids repeat things,” he said, but it didn’t sound convincing even to him. He tried again, softer. “Zoya talks. Anvi listens. That’s the real problem.”

Alara looked down at the desk, at the hard drive case, at the plain keyboard, at the everyday objects suddenly holding too much. “That message,” she said slowly, “was made for me.”

Dev didn’t deny it. “It wasn’t supposed to reach you,” he said. “It was supposed to be a child’s joke. A child’s... push.” He swallowed once, and Alara noticed the movement more than she wanted to. “I didn’t expect it to show up in the archive under your name.”

Alara’s mind raced, trying to keep control of the narrative, trying to keep her footing. “So how did it end up here,” she asked. “Today. With a timestamp from this morning.”

Dev leaned forward, elbows near the desk but not resting on it, as if he couldn’t relax. “That’s the part I don’t understand,” he admitted. “The kiosk shouldn’t have pulled that file into today’s index. And it definitely shouldn’t have labeled it in a way that made it searchable.”

Alara’s stomach tightened again. “Meaning someone might be able to find it,” she said.

Dev’s face changed at that, the calm cracking into something sharp and protective. “No,” he said firmly. “Not if I lock it down. Not if I fix what’s wrong. I can pull your private recording out of every backup folder and remove it properly. I can secure it so nothing like today happens again.”

Alara heard the word secure and felt her body recoil, because she had once believed she could secure her heart by leaving first. It hadn’t worked. It had only changed the kind of pain she carried.

Leena finally stepped fully into the room, as if she’d decided she needed to be closer for this part. “Alara,” she said gently. “You don’t have to solve everything right now.”

Alara didn’t look at her. She couldn’t. If she did, she might lose whatever fragile steadiness she still had.

Dev’s eyes moved briefly to Leena. He seemed to understand her role instantly, the friend who held the line when Alara couldn’t. When he looked back at Alara, his voice was careful again.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “For the station. For the crowd. For your voice being played like it was nothing. That shouldn’t have happened.”

Alara’s chest tightened at the apology, because it sounded sincere, and sincerity was harder to defend against than excuses.

“It was my voice,” she said, and the confession came out sharp, almost accusing, even though she wasn’t sure who she was accusing. “It was my words. I thought I deleted it.”
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