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Dil Se Shabd Tak

A

smita Rao believed in perfection. Every manuscript that crossed her desk at PaperInk Publishing House was destined to come out polished, flawless, and elevated to what she proudly called “global standard.” She had little patience for carelessness, zero tolerance for clichés, and absolutely no time for inflated egos.

So, naturally, when the news spread across the office that their new star author—Abhimanyu Razdan—was arriving, Asmita was far from impressed.

“India’s youngest, most flamboyant romance writer!” chirped Meera, her assistant, clutching a magazine cover where his face smirked back in a stylish black blazer. “Three consecutive bestsellers, a social media darling, and—”

Asmita cut her off with a dismissive shrug. “Popularity doesn’t equal quality, Meera. Bestseller or not, every manuscript has flaws. Let’s see if he can handle a real editor.”

Still, the hum in the office was unmistakable. Every desk seemed a little too alert, every whisper a little too excited. PaperInk was used to authors, but this was different. Abhimanyu Razdan wasn’t just any writer; he was a phenomenon.

When he finally walked into the glass doors of the publishing house, he lived up to every bit of the hype. Tall, sharp-featured, dressed in a crisp white shirt beneath a tailored blazer, and with an air of confidence that bordered on arrogance—he didn’t enter the office, he claimed it. A pair of sunglasses hung carelessly in his hand, as if even the fluorescent lights of the office couldn’t dim his shine.

“Excuse me,” his voice, deep and smooth, carried easily across the room. Heads turned.

Conversations paused. Even the hum of the air conditioner seemed to fade.

Asmita looked up from her desk, unimpressed. “You must be Mr. Razdan.”

He walked into her cabin without waiting for an invitation and pulled a chair across from her desk. He leaned back, eyes gleaming with an infuriating calm.

“And you must be Asmita Rao—the editor famous for ripping authors’ work apart.” Her brow arched. “I prefer the word refining, Mr Razdan.”

His lips curved into a half-smile. “I prefer my work to remain raw and real. That’s why readers love me. I don’t write to impress editors.”

Asmita slid a file across the desk toward him, her expression unreadable. “Well, if you’d like your work to stand on a global stage, Mr Razdan, ‘raw and real’ won’t be enough.”

He glanced at the file and gave a low, amused laugh. “Wow. First meeting and already criticism. Impressive.”

She folded her arms. “I don’t criticise, Mr Razdan. I suggest. If you don’t like it, feel free to self-edit your next manuscript.”

For the briefest moment, his smirk faltered. Then his eyes gleamed again, as if enjoying the challenge. “Challenge accepted, Ms Rao.”

​The Cold War Begins

Abhimanyu’s first manuscript arrived at her desk the following week. Asmita flipped through the pages, red pen in hand. By the end of the first chapter, her neat corrections had turned into crimson streaks across the page.

She muttered under her breath, “‘Her eyes were like the ocean, and I was drowning in their depths’? Really? This sounds like something out of a 90s Bollywood script.”

“Excuse me?”

Asmita looked up to find Abhimanyu standing at her door, arms crossed. His timing, as always, was annoyingly perfect.

“Ms. Rao,” he said smoothly, “that line was a highlight in my last novel. My fans adored it.”

“Your fans,” she replied coolly, “may follow you blindly. But readers? Readers remember writing that’s original, not recycled.”

He stepped closer, his tone sharp but his smile unwavering. “You know, I think you’re weak

at understanding emotions. Romance is about feeling, not technical precision.”

“Romance is also about originality,” she shot back. “Your writing, Mr. Razdan, is predictable. And outdated.”

Their gazes clashed, neither backing down. That was the day the office realized something dangerous: this was not just editing, it was war.

​Office Gossip

Within days, their arguments became the office’s favourite entertainment. Colleagues whispered about their clashes, about the heated discussions in the glass-walled cabin that everyone could see but not hear.

One afternoon, Abhimanyu left a yellow sticky note on her desk:

Editing is art, not a warzone. Take it easy, Ms. Rao.

The next morning, he found a pink sticky note on his desk:

Writing is craft, not an ego trip. Try harder, Mr Razdan. He grinned, she rolled her eyes, and the cold war raged on. ​

The Gala Night

Two weeks later, PaperInk hosted a gala for its star authors. Abhimanyu was scheduled to read an excerpt from his upcoming book. Asmita, reluctantly overseeing the event, told herself she didn’t care how he performed.

But when he took the stage, standing tall under the spotlight, something shifted. His voice filled the hall—deep, confident, yet unexpectedly vulnerable. The words he read weren’t just lines on paper; they were alive, breathing, pulling the audience into a world only he could create.

Asmita, against her will, felt her chest tighten. Damn it. He’s good.

When the applause finally died down, Abhimanyu found her near the exit. His eyes searched her face with quiet amusement.

“So, Ms Rao?” he asked lightly. “How did I do?”

Asmita held her ground, though the corners of her lips threatened to betray her. “Not bad, Mr Razdan. But it could’ve had a little more depth.”

He chuckled, shaking his head. “Getting a compliment from you is harder than climbing Everest. Thanks, I guess.”

For the first time, she didn’t correct him. And for the first time, he realised he cared what she thought.

​
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Sparks and Strategies

A

smita Rao arrived early at the office on Monday morning, her coffee in one hand and her determination in the other. She had a plan for the week, and Abhimanyu Razdan was not part of it. Or so she thought.

Her boss had other ideas.

“Asmita,” Mr Kapoor announced during the staff briefing, “you and Abhimanyu will co-lead our new anthology project. It’s a high-profile client, deadline is aggressive, and we cannot afford mistakes. I’m counting on you both.”

There was a collective gasp in the room. Eyes widened, interns exchanged whispers, and someone actually muttered, “God help us all.”

Asmita blinked, her composure faltering for the first time. “Sir, are you sure? I believe—”

But Mr Kapoor cut her off. “Yes, I’m sure. You’re the best editor we have, and Abhimanyu is our bestselling author. It’s a perfect combination.”

“Or a perfect disaster,” Asmita mumbled under her breath.

Abhimanyu, seated across the table, was wearing that infuriating half-smile of his. “Relax,

Ms Rao. Working with me isn’t as terrifying as it sounds.”

Asmita shot him a look sharp enough to slice through glass. “Terrifying isn’t the word. Exhausting might be closer.”

The room erupted in muffled laughter.

​The First Strategy Meeting

Later that day, the two of them found themselves in the conference room, surrounded by drafts, laptops, and endless cups of coffee.

Asmita tapped her pen against her notepad. “We need a clear strategy. The anthology should feel cohesive. We’ll divide stories into themes—loss, longing, hope, fulfilment.”

Abhimanyu leaned back in his chair, arms crossed. “Themes are fine, but don’t make it sound like a textbook. Romance isn’t about categories. It’s about passion, unpredictability...

chaos.”

Asmita looked up, eyes flashing. “Chaos doesn’t sell, Mr Razdan. Structure does.” “Structure without passion is dead,” he countered smoothly.

“Passion without structure is disaster,” she shot back.

For a moment, neither spoke. The tension in the room wasn’t just argumentative anymore—it buzzed like static in the air. Their eyes locked, and for the first time, Asmita wasn’t sure if she was trying to win the argument... or something else entirely.

​Little Things

Days passed, and the office noticed subtle changes. Abhimanyu began showing up at Asmita’s cabin with his drafts, pretending to argue but secretly craving her feedback.

She marked his pages with a red pen as always, but once, she left a paragraph untouched.

Abhimanyu spotted it instantly. “Oh wow, Ms Rao approves? Should I frame this page and hang it in my study?”

Asmita looked away, flustered. “Don’t get used to it. It was decent, that’s all.”

He leaned closer, lowering his voice. “Decent is your version of extraordinary, isn’t it?”

She almost smiled but quickly masked it with her usual professionalism.

It became a pattern—her critiques, his cheeky remarks, the silent understanding that neither wanted to admit.

​The Unexpected Evening

One night, they both stayed back late, chasing the anthology deadline. The office was deserted, the city outside buzzing faintly through the glass windows. Papers were strewn across the table, laptops glowing, coffee mugs half-empty.

Asmita finally leaned back, removing her glasses and rubbing her eyes. “This is ridiculous. We’ve been at it for six hours straight.”

Abhimanyu watched her quietly. For once, he didn’t make a joke. Instead, he said softly, “You know, when you’re this focused, it feels like nothing else exists. You’re intense, Asmita. Scary, but... magnetic.”

Her head snapped up. “Stop with the cheesy compliments.”

He grinned. “That wasn’t cheesy. That was an honest review. From a bestselling author.”

She tried to glare, but the corners of her lips betrayed her. A tiny smile escaped. Abhimanyu caught it, and something shifted in the silence between them. For the first time, their war didn’t feel like war anymore.

​The Crack in the Wall

The next morning, fate—or perhaps mischief—intervened. The elevator stopped working between floors, trapping Asmita and Abhimanyu inside.

Asmita sighed dramatically. “Of course. Stuck here with you. My nightmare has officially come true.”

Abhimanyu chuckled, leaning against the wall. “Nightmare? Ms Rao, this is the universe giving you two uninterrupted hours of my company. Count yourself lucky.” She rolled her eyes. “More like cursed.”

He stepped closer, lowering his voice just enough to make her heartbeat falter. “You think I waste my best lines only on paper? Maybe I save some for moments like this.”

Her breath caught for a second, though she quickly masked it. “You’re impossible.” “And you,” he murmured, eyes holding hers, “are irresistible.”

For the first time, silence didn’t feel like hostility. It felt like a possibility.
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A Spark He Can’t Ignore

T

he anthology project was moving faster than expected, and PaperInk was buzzing with energy. Meetings, drafts, deadlines—it all flowed in a rhythm. But for Abhimanyu Razdan, the rhythm was broken the moment he noticed Asmita Rao laughing with someone else.

It happened one evening in the office lounge. Asmita was leaning against the coffee machine, her head tilted back slightly, a genuine smile lighting up her usually serious face. And standing opposite her was Aarav Malhotra, a fellow editor from another department— charming, witty, and far too comfortable in Asmita’s presence.

Abhimanyu had never paid attention to Aarav before. But now? He hated him instantly.

He walked into the lounge, his voice deliberately loud. “Wow, Ms Rao. I didn’t know you

had time for casual chit-chat. I thought work was your only relationship.”

Asmita glanced at him, a little surprised. “Mr Razdan. Aarav and I were just discussing a book launch event.”

Aarav smiled, extending a hand. “Abhimanyu, right? Big fan of your work.”

Abhimanyu shook his hand with more force than necessary, his smile tight. “Of course you are.”

Asmita gave him a pointed look. “Play nice.”

But Abhimanyu barely heard her. His mind was busy processing something new, something uncomfortable. Why did it bother him so much to see her laugh with someone else?

​

The Green-Eyed Author

That week, Abhimanyu’s behaviour became... unpredictable.

During meetings, he interrupted Aarav whenever he tried to contribute. At lunch, he casually dropped sarcastic comments whenever Asmita mentioned Aarav’s name. And when she once mentioned Aarav had offered to drop her home after a late meeting, Abhimanyu nearly choked on his coffee.

“Excuse me?” he said, his voice sharper than intended. “You don’t need him to drop you. I’m around.”

Asmita blinked at him. “And why exactly would I ask you?”

“Because,” he said, leaning closer, “unlike him, I actually know how you like your coffee,

your deadlines, your red-pen obsessions... and your silences. He doesn’t.”

Asmita stared at him, momentarily speechless. Then she straightened, her tone crisp. “You’re overreacting, Mr. Razdan.”

But her calmness only fuelled the fire burning in his chest.

​The Event

A week later, PaperInk hosted a glamorous networking event for authors and editors. The hall glittered with chandeliers, champagne glasses clinking, and laughter echoing.

Asmita, in a simple navy-blue dress, looked effortlessly elegant. Abhimanyu noticed the way heads turned as she walked in—and hated that Aarav was the first to greet her.

From across the room, Abhimanyu’s jaw tightened as he watched Aarav lean closer, whisper

something that made Asmita smile. He downed his drink in one go and muttered,

“Unbelievable.”

When he couldn’t take it anymore, he walked straight toward them. “Asmita,” he said smoothly, though his eyes betrayed the storm within. “I think you owe me a dance.”

Asmita blinked. “A dance?”

“Yes,” he said, offering his hand, his smile daring. “Unless you’d rather keep entertaining Aarav with... small talk.”

Asmita narrowed her eyes but placed her hand in his. “Fine.”

As he led her to the dance floor, his grip firm around her waist, Abhimanyu whispered, “You don’t get it, do you? I can’t stand watching you smile at anyone else.”

Asmita’s heart skipped a beat, but her voice remained steady. “You’re jealous, Mr Razdan.” “Damn right, I am,” he admitted, pulling her closer as the music swelled.

For the first time, Abhimanyu Razdan—the man who claimed he wrote only for his fans— was writing his feelings in silence, with every step of the dance. And Asmita Rao was the only reader who mattered.

​
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Cracks in the Armour

F

or weeks, Abhimanyu had convinced himself that the growing restlessness inside him was nothing more than professional rivalry. That the quickening of his heartbeat whenever Asmita smiled wasn’t attraction, but irritation. That the fire in his chest whenever someone else drew her attention wasn’t jealousy, but ego.

But he was running out of excuses.

After the gala, her laughter lingered in his mind like an unfinished verse. Her smile haunted him between pages of his drafts. And her red-inked notes, once annoying, now felt like intimate letters addressed only to him.

This is madness, he told himself. She’s my editor, my critic, my infuriating opponent. Not...

mine.

​The Dinner Invitation

One Friday evening, Asmita casually mentioned during a team meeting, “I won’t be available tomorrow night. I have dinner plans.”

Abhimanyu, seated across from her, raised an eyebrow. “Dinner plans? With who?” Asmita didn’t even look up. “My boyfriend.”

The word hit Abhimanyu like a punch to the gut. Boyfriend? He almost dropped his pen.

Before he could process it, the conference room door opened and in walked a tall, polished man in a well-fitted suit, holding a bouquet of lilies. “Asmita!” he greeted warmly.

Her face softened instantly. “Rohan!”

Abhimanyu’s world tilted. Rohan, the boyfriend. Handsome. Charming. Perfectly at ease as he slipped an arm around Asmita’s shoulders.

Every cell in Abhimanyu’s body screamed. He forced a smile, shaking Rohan’s hand harder than necessary. “Abhimanyu Razdan. Author.”
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