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CHAPTER ONE

The Stranger on the Ridge

The fog hadn't lifted in three days.

Kabir Malhotra stood at the edge of the wooden railing outside the Pine Ridge Guesthouse, his fingers curled around a paper cup of black coffee that had already gone cold. He hadn't slept. Not properly. Not the way a man should sleep when he's driven seven hours into the mountains to find silence.

The silence was here. Thick. Absolute. Draped over Kanatal like a burial cloth.

He breathed in. Pine. Damp earth. The faint metallic bite of coming rain.

He'd told himself this was about clearing his head. About stepping back from the wreckage of a career he'd spent eight years building. About the resignation letter sitting in his drafts folder — written, rewritten, deleted, written again. But standing here now, staring into a valley he couldn't even see through the mist, he knew the truth was uglier than that.

He wasn't here to think.

He was here to disappear.

His phone buzzed in the back pocket of his jeans. He didn't reach for it. He knew who it was. His mother, probably. Or Rohan, his business partner, calling for the fourteenth time to tell him he was being dramatic. That word. Dramatic. As if watching everything you built get hollowed out from the inside by someone you trusted was a performance.

He took a sip of the cold coffee and grimaced.

Behind him, the guesthouse door opened. Footsteps on the creaking wooden porch. He didn't turn. He wasn't in the mood for the guesthouse owner's small talk — the old man had already tried twice this morning to discuss the weather as though it were breaking news.

But the footsteps were lighter. Quicker. And they stopped right beside him.

"Excuse me."

A woman's voice. Low. A little breathless, as though she'd been walking fast or arguing with someone just out of earshot.

He turned.

She was younger than he expected. Mid-twenties, maybe. Dark hair pulled into a messy knot at the back of her head, loose strands falling across her face in the wind. She wore a forest-green jacket two sizes too large and carried a backpack slung over one shoulder, stuffed so full the zipper had given up halfway. Her eyes — dark brown, almost black — were sharp with something that looked a lot like barely controlled fury.

"Is this the Pine Ridge Guesthouse?" she asked.

"The sign's right there." He nodded toward the hand-painted board nailed to the post behind her.

She didn't look at it. Her jaw tightened.

"I can see the sign. I'm asking if this is actually the right place, because I've been walking for forty minutes following directions from a man at the bus stand who apparently thinks left and right are interchangeable concepts."

Kabir studied her for a moment. The flush on her cheeks wasn't just from the cold. There was a tremor in her hands that she was trying very hard to hide by gripping the strap of her backpack.

"It's the right place," he said.

She exhaled. A sharp, controlled breath. Not relief — more like the sound a person makes when they've been holding themselves together by a thread and the thread is fraying.

"Thank you," she said. Clipped. Like gratitude cost her something.

She walked past him toward the door, and he caught the faintest scent of something — not perfume. Something warmer. Like chai and cardamom and rain-soaked wool.

The door banged shut behind her.

Kabir looked back at the fog. Took another sip of cold coffee.

Something about the way she'd stood there — vibrating with a fury that clearly had nothing to do with directions — settled into the back of his mind like a splinter.

He shook it off.

He wasn't here for people.

The guesthouse had six rooms, and by some cosmic joke, hers was next to his.

He discovered this an hour later when he went back inside to charge his phone — not to check it, just to charge it, he told himself — and heard her voice through the thin wall between their rooms. She was on the phone. Speaking fast, her voice rising and falling in waves that made the words blur together. He couldn't make out the sentences, only the tone.

The tone was devastated.

He plugged in his phone and sat on the edge of the narrow bed, staring at the wall that separated them. The wallpaper was peeling at the corners. A pale blue floral pattern that belonged to a different decade.

Her voice cracked on a word he couldn't hear, and then — silence.

The kind of silence that comes after something breaks.

He looked away from the wall. Ran a hand through his hair. None of his business. He was here to deal with his own fractures, not collect someone else's.

He grabbed his jacket and walked out.

The trail behind the guesthouse wound uphill through a dense stretch of deodar trees, the kind of path that looked like it had been made by animals rather than people. The fog was thinner here, shredded by the branches into pale wisps that clung to the ground like ghosts too tired to rise.

Kabir walked without direction. He liked the ache in his calves, the way the cold air burned the inside of his lungs. It made him feel located in his body — anchored to something when everything else felt like it was floating away.

He'd been walking for twenty minutes when he saw her again.

She was sitting on a flat rock just off the trail, her knees drawn up to her chest, that oversized green jacket pulled tight around her. She wasn't crying. Her face was dry, composed. But there was a stillness to her that felt wrong — the kind of stillness that isn't peace but its opposite. A person holding themselves so rigidly still because if they move, even a fraction, they'll come apart.

He should have kept walking.

He stopped.

"You shouldn't sit on the rocks when they're wet," he said. "You'll get sick."

She looked up at him. Those dark eyes, flat now. Emptied out.

"Are you a doctor?"

"No."

"Then don't prescribe."

He almost smiled. Almost.

"I'm just saying. The temperature's dropping. Wet rock, thin jacket. Basic math."

"My jacket is fine."

"Your jacket is three sizes too big and has a hole in the left elbow."

She glanced at her elbow. There was, indeed, a small tear in the fabric. She looked back at him with an expression that dared him to say one more word.

He said one more word.

"You're shivering."

"I'm not."

She was. A fine, continuous tremor that ran through her shoulders. She clenched her jaw to stop her teeth from chattering, and the effort of it made the muscles in her neck stand out.

"Okay," he said. He unzipped his jacket — a proper insulated one, black, the kind made for actual mountains — and held it out.

She stared at it. Then at him.

"I don't know you."

"I'm in room four. You're in room five. We share a wall. I can hear you through it." He paused, realizing how that sounded. "Not — I didn't listen. The walls are thin."

Something shifted in her expression. A crack in the blankness. Not anger, not embarrassment. Something closer to mortification. The kind that comes from being seen when you thought you were invisible.

"What did you hear," she said. Not a question. A demand.

"Nothing specific. Just that you were upset."

She looked away. Her throat moved as she swallowed.

"I'm fine."

"I didn't ask."

"You're standing here with your jacket out like I'm some kind of —"

"Like you're cold. That's all."

She pressed her lips together. For a moment, neither of them moved. The fog shifted between the trees, thickening. A bird called somewhere in the distance — a sharp, lonely sound that echoed and faded.

She reached out and took the jacket.

She didn't put it on. She held it in her lap, her fingers curling into the fabric, and something about the way she gripped it — tight, almost desperate — told him this wasn't about warmth.

It was about someone being kind when she wasn't expecting it. And not knowing what to do with that.

He sat down on the rock beside her. Not close. A careful distance. The kind of distance that said I'm here without saying I'm intruding.

"I'm Kabir," he said.

A long pause.

"Ananya," she said quietly.

The fog closed around them.


CHAPTER TWO

What We Bring to the Mountains

Ananya Sharma had not planned to come to Kanatal.

She had planned, in fact, to be in Jaipur this week. Sitting across a conference table from her father's lawyers, signing documents that would officially transfer her share of the family business to her younger brother — the brother who had spent the last three years systematically convincing their father that Ananya was too emotional to run a company. Too impulsive. Too much.

She had planned to sign those papers with a steady hand and a dry face and walk out with whatever dignity she could carry.

Instead, she had boarded a bus to Dehradun at four in the morning, switched to another bus headed into the hills, and gotten off at a stop she'd chosen by closing her eyes and pointing at the route map.

She didn't know why she'd done it. Or rather — she did know. She just wasn't ready to say it out loud yet. Because saying it would mean admitting that she'd reached the edge of something, and the ground beneath her was no longer solid.

Now she was sitting on a wet rock in a forest she didn't know the name of, wearing a stranger's jacket that smelled like cedarwood and clean cotton, and trying very hard not to fall apart in front of a man who had the audacity to have kind eyes.

She hated kind eyes.

Kind eyes were dangerous. They made you believe things. They made you open doors you'd spent years boarding shut.

"How long are you staying?" Kabir asked.

He wasn't looking at her. He was looking at the trees, his forearms resting on his knees, his hands loose. Relaxed. As if sitting on a freezing rock in the fog with a woman he'd met twenty minutes ago was the most natural thing in the world.

"I don't know," she said.

"Open-ended trip?"

"Something like that."

"Running from something or running to something?"

She turned her head to look at him. He was still watching the trees, but there was a tension in his jaw now — the kind that suggested the question wasn't casual. The kind that suggested he was asking himself the same thing.

"Does it matter?" she said.

"Probably not."

Silence. The good kind. The kind that doesn't demand to be filled.

She pulled his jacket tighter around her shoulders. Her own jacket — her brother's, actually, grabbed from the coat rack on her way out of the house — was useless against this cold. She'd known that when she'd packed it. She hadn't cared. Caring about practical things required a level of functioning she hadn't been capable of at four in the morning.

"You're not a tourist," she said.

He looked at her then. Dark eyes. Not brown, not quite black. Something in between, like coffee before you add anything to it. There were shadows under them — the purple-grey kind that come from nights spent staring at ceilings.

"What makes you say that?"

"You're not taking photos. You haven't mentioned the view once. And you're drinking terrible coffee without complaining, which means you're used to not caring about what you consume."

The corner of his mouth twitched. Not a smile. A reflex.

"That's a lot of observation for someone who's been here two hours."

"I notice things. It's a flaw."

"It's not a flaw."

"It is when you can't turn it off."

Something passed between them. A recognition. The kind that happens when two people who are very good at reading others realize they've met someone who reads them back.

Kabir looked away first.

"I'm not a tourist," he said. "I'm on an indefinite leave of absence from a company I co-founded, because my best friend and business partner has been siphoning money from our clients for the past two years, and when I found out, instead of backing me, the board asked me to take some time off while they handled it internally." He paused. "Which is corporate speak for shut up and let us bury this."

Ananya blinked. She hadn't expected honesty. Not like that. Not raw and unpackaged, handed over without preamble.

"Why are you telling me this?"

"Because you won't remember me. We're strangers in a hill station neither of us planned to be in. There's a freedom in that." He looked at her. "And because you look like someone who understands what it feels like to be betrayed by the people who were supposed to be on your side."

The words hit her in the sternum. A physical blow. She felt her breath catch — a tiny, involuntary hitch that she couldn't hide fast enough.

His eyes softened. He noticed. Of course he noticed.

"I'm sorry," he said. "That was —"

"Accurate," she said. Her voice came out thinner than she wanted. "That was accurate."

The fog pressed closer. Somewhere below them, through the trees, a temple bell rang — faint, distant, like a memory of sound.

"My father chose my brother over me," she said. The words fell out of her before she could stop them. "I built that company. I gave it six years of my life. I missed — I missed everything. Friends' weddings. My own life. I missed my own life. And he just — he handed it to Vikram because Vikram is — because Vikram is a man, and I am inconvenient."

She hadn't said it out loud before. Not like this. Not with the raw, jagged edges still attached.

She waited for the platitudes. That's terrible. You deserve better. I'm sure it'll work out.

Kabir said nothing.

He sat with her in the silence and let the words exist without trying to fix them.

And that — that undid her more than any comfort could have.

She pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes. She would not cry. She would not cry in front of a man she'd known for less than an hour, sitting on a rock in the middle of nowhere, wearing his jacket like some kind of —

A tear slid down her cheek. Then another.

She turned away from him, her shoulders curling inward, and the sound she made was barely audible — a small, choked thing, the sound of a woman who had been told her whole life that her tears were a weapon, and so she'd learned to cry without making noise.

Kabir didn't touch her. Didn't reach for her. Didn't say it's okay or let it out or any of the things people say when they don't know what else to do.

He just sat there.

Present. Steady. A fixed point in the fog.

And after a while — minutes, maybe, or longer, time had gone strange and soft — her breathing evened out. She wiped her face with the sleeve of his jacket and stared straight ahead.

"I got mascara on your jacket," she said.

"I don't care."

"It won't come out."

"I don't care."

She almost laughed. It came out as a breath — not quite humor, but close. The ghost of something lighter.

"We should go back," she said. "It's getting dark."

He stood. Held out his hand.

She looked at it. Long fingers. A scar across the knuckle of his index finger, pale and old. His hand was steady.

She took it.

His grip was warm. Firm but not tight. The kind of hold that said I've got you without saying it at all.

She stood, and for a moment they were close — closer than she'd intended. Close enough that she could see the flecks of amber in his dark eyes, the small scar near his left eyebrow, the way his breath made a cloud in the cold air between them.

He let go of her hand.

They walked back to the guesthouse in silence, their shoulders almost touching, the fog wrapping around them like a secret.


CHAPTER THREE

The Thin Wall Between Us

Kabir couldn't sleep.

He lay on his back in the narrow bed, staring at the ceiling where a crack ran from one corner to the other like a fault line. The room smelled of mothballs and old wood and the faintest trace of something floral — jasmine, maybe, or the remnants of incense someone had burned years ago.

Through the wall, he could hear Ananya moving. The creak of the bed frame. The tap running. Footsteps. Then silence. Then footsteps again. She was pacing.

He closed his eyes.

He should not be thinking about her. He had no business thinking about the way her voice had broken on the word inconvenient, or the way she'd taken his hand on the trail — not eagerly, not reluctantly, but with a kind of exhausted surrender, as though she'd been holding herself up alone for so long that the simple act of accepting help required more courage than refusing it.

He should not be thinking about the mascara stain on his jacket, now draped over the chair by the window. He'd looked at it when he got back to his room. A small, dark smudge on the right sleeve. He hadn't tried to wipe it off.

He pressed his palms against his eyes.

Focus. You're here because your life is falling apart. Deal with that.

But the draft of the resignation letter felt distant now, like something that belonged to a different version of him — the version that existed before this afternoon, before a woman with fierce eyes and a borrowed jacket sat beside him on a rock and gave him her pain to hold because she couldn't carry it alone anymore.

That was what she'd done. Whether she knew it or not. She'd handed him something heavy and fragile, and he'd taken it, and now it lived somewhere inside his chest next to his own wreckage.

His phone buzzed on the nightstand. He glanced at it.

Rohan Kapoor.

Thirteen missed calls. Four texts. The latest one read: If you don't pick up, I'm coming to find you. I mean it, Kabir.

He turned the phone face down.

Rohan could come. Rohan could drive seven hours into the mountains and knock on the door of this crumbling guesthouse and stand there with his perfect smile and his reasonable explanations and his let me explain eyes, and Kabir would look at him and see every lie he'd ever been told by the person he trusted most in the world.

Twenty-three lakhs. That's what the forensic audit had found so far. Twenty-three lakhs redirected from client accounts into a shell company registered in Rohan's wife's maiden name. And Rohan had looked him in the eye — looked him in the eye — and said, "It's not what it looks like."

It was exactly what it looked like.

Kabir sat up. Swung his legs over the side of the bed. The wooden floor was ice-cold under his bare feet. He grabbed a hoodie from his bag and pulled it on, then opened the door to the small balcony.

The night was clear. The fog had lifted, finally, and the sky above the mountains was dense with stars — more stars than he'd ever seen from Delhi, a sky so full it looked fabricated, like someone had gone overboard with the details.

He heard her balcony door open.

He didn't look. He kept his eyes on the sky.

"Can't sleep either?" Her voice came from his right, just beyond the wooden partition that separated their balconies. The partition was low — waist-height. Decorative more than functional.

"No."

A pause. The sound of fabric shifting. She was leaning against the railing.

"The stars are ridiculous," she said.

He smiled. Actually smiled. The first genuine one in days.

"Obscene," he agreed.

"Who needs that many stars?"

"Overachievers."

She laughed. A real laugh — quiet, but real. It lived in the lower register of her voice, warm and unexpected, and it did something to the inside of his chest that he wasn't prepared for.

He turned his head. Through the gap above the partition, he could see her profile. She'd let her hair down. It fell past her shoulders, dark against the pale shawl she'd wrapped around herself. The starlight caught the line of her jaw, the curve of her throat.

She was beautiful.

The thought arrived without permission, fully formed, and he let it sit there because denying it would be dishonest, and he was tired of dishonesty.

"Kabir."

"Yeah."

"Thank you for today. On the trail. For not — for not making it weird."

"You cried on a rock and stole my jacket. It was definitely weird."

"I didn't steal it. You offered."

"And you haven't given it back."

Silence.

"It's warm," she said. Quietly. Like a confession.

He gripped the railing.

Don't, he told himself. Don't do this. You don't know her. She doesn't know you. You're both broken, and broken people don't build things — they lean on each other until they collapse.

"Keep it," he said.

"I can't keep a stranger's jacket."

"We're not strangers. We share a wall. You know about my business partner. I know about your father. We've skipped past strangers."

"What are we, then?"

He considered the question. Below them, the valley was a dark ocean, the distant lights of a village flickering like something alive.

"Two people who weren't supposed to meet," he said.

She was quiet for a long time. When she spoke, her voice had changed — softer, stripped of the armour she'd been wearing all day.

"My mother used to say that the people you meet when you're lost are the ones you were meant to find."

"Your mother sounds wise."

"She was."

Was. Past tense. He heard the weight of it.

"I'm sorry," he said.

"It was a long time ago. I was sixteen." She paused. "She's the reason my father and I — it's complicated. She was the buffer. When she died, there was nothing between us. Just expectations and disappointment."

Kabir turned to face the partition. She turned too. They stood on either side of the low wooden wall, close enough that he could have reached across and touched her hand if he'd wanted to.

He wanted to.

He didn't.

"My father left when I was twelve," he said. "Walked out. No note, no explanation. My mother raised me alone. And I spent my whole life trying to prove that I was worth staying for. That I could build something permanent. Something that wouldn't walk away." He exhaled. "And then Rohan —"

He stopped. The sentence didn't need finishing. She understood. He could see it in her eyes — the same wound, different scar.

"We're a mess," she said.

"Complete disaster."

"Absolute wreckage."

They looked at each other. And then — slowly, almost reluctantly — they both smiled.

Not the polite smiles of acquaintances or the careful smiles of people guarding themselves. Something realer than that. Something that acknowledged the absurdity of this — two damaged people finding each other in a place they'd chosen specifically to be alone.

"Goodnight, Kabir," she said.

"Goodnight, Ananya."

She went inside. He heard her balcony door close. Heard the bed creak as she lay down.

He stayed on the balcony for a long time, watching the stars, his hands gripping the railing, the place where she'd stood still warm with the impression of her presence.

He was in trouble.

He knew it the way you know a storm is coming — not from the forecast, but from the pressure in the air, the way the wind shifts, the silence of the birds.

Something was starting.

And he had no idea how to stop it.


CHAPTER FOUR

Rain and Reckoning

It rained the next morning.

Not the gentle, romantic kind of rain that belongs in films. This was mountain rain — brutal, vertical, relentless. It hammered the tin roof of the guesthouse like a thousand fists and turned the trail behind the building into a river of red mud. The fog came back with it, thicker than before, and the world shrank to the size of the guesthouse and its immediate surroundings.

Ananya sat in the common room downstairs — a small, wood-paneled space with a fireplace that the guesthouse owner, Mr. Negi, had lit early that morning. There was a sagging couch, two armchairs with faded upholstery, a bookshelf stocked with Reader's Digest issues from the 1990s, and a window that currently showed nothing but grey.

She was reading. Or trying to. The book — some thriller she'd grabbed from the shelf — lay open on her lap, but her eyes kept drifting to the window. To the rain. To the door.

She was waiting for him.

She hated that she was waiting for him.

Stop it, she told herself. He's a man you met yesterday. You cried in front of him. That's not a connection — that's a breakdown.

But the jacket was in her room. Folded on the pillow. She'd slept in it. Not deliberately. She'd put it on because the room was cold and her own jacket was still damp from the fog, and she'd meant to take it off before getting into bed, but she'd fallen asleep before she could, and she'd woken up wrapped in it, her face pressed against the collar, breathing in cedarwood and cotton and something underneath — something warm and specific that was just him.
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