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PART ONE: MEET & DANGER

Chapter One: The Ordered Life

Meera Krishnan believed in straight lines.

It was, perhaps, an unusual thing for an architect to admit, since the best buildings in the world curved and dared and broke themselves open in glass and light. But Meera's own life she kept ruled and gridded, the way a draftsman squares a page before he lets himself dream on it. Her apartment on the eleventh floor of Meridian Heights had exactly three photographs on its walls, none of people. Her refrigerator held exactly the ingredients for the week's meals, no more. Her calendar, colour-coded in blues and greens, had no red in it at all, because red was the colour she had once associated with sirens, and she had trained herself, over six long years, not to flinch at sirens anymore.

She was good at her job. Kohli & Associates trusted her with the Whitefield tech park expansion, a glass-and-steel thing that would rise nine storeys over the ring road, and on the Tuesday this story begins, she was standing at her drafting table at seven in the morning, before anyone else arrived, tracing a curtain wall detail with the particular calm she only ever felt with a pencil in her hand.

It was the calm of control. She had built it herself, brick by brick, after the year she did not like to remember — the year of unsigned letters slid under her hostel door in Pune, of a shadow that seemed to walk two steps behind her on every street she took home, of a phone that rang at 3 a.m. and breathed and said nothing at all. The police had called it "unsubstantiated." Her parents had called it "your imagination, kanna, please don't make a scene." Only Meera knew how real it had been, and only Meera had carried the small hard stone of it in her chest ever since, a stone she checked every morning the way another woman might check a birthmark — still there, still cold, still hers.

Six years. No letters. No shadows. She had rebuilt herself into someone unremarkable, and unremarkable, she had learned, was the safest thing a woman could be.

That morning, she took the stairs instead of the lift — habit, not superstition, she told herself — and arrived at her building's lobby to find the security guard, old Munuswamy, arguing cheerfully with a moving crew about a sofa that would not fit through the service door.

"New tenant, ma," he said when he saw her, mopping his forehead with the end of his towel. "Fourteenth floor. Writer fellow. Very quiet type."

"Good," Meera said, and meant it. Quiet was good. Quiet was what she had built her whole life to deserve.

She did not yet know that the quiet was already ending.

Chapter Two: Pune, Six Years Ago

The memory arrived, as it always did, in fragments rather than a single scene: the particular yellow of the hostel corridor light, the way her own breathing had sounded too loud in her ears at eleven at night, the specific weight of a folded paper pushed under a door that should have been impossible to reach without a key card.

She had been twenty-two, three months from graduating, sharing a two-room flat off campus with a roommate who worked night shifts at a call centre and was rarely home. The first note had seemed almost sweet — your presentation today was brilliant, I couldn't stop watching you — the kind of anonymous admiration a braver classmate might send. The second had known what she'd eaten for lunch. The third had known she'd cried in the studio bathroom after a professor's harsh critique, a detail she had told no one, which was the moment the sweetness curdled into something with teeth.

She had gone to the police twice. The first time, a constable had taken her statement with visible boredom and suggested she "stop encouraging attention" by dressing more modestly, a suggestion so far from the truth of her life that she'd laughed before she understood he was serious. The second time, after the phone calls started — always at 3 a.m., always thirty seconds of breathing and then silence — a different officer had at least written things down, but the file had gone nowhere, stamped eventually with the word that still made her hands go cold: unsubstantiated.

Her parents, when she finally told them, had wanted to believe her and hadn't quite managed it; her father kept asking, gently, whether she was under stress from her thesis, as though fear were a symptom of overwork rather than a rational response to being hunted. Only Divya had believed her without qualification, without a single softening question, and had slept on Meera's floor for six straight weeks until the calls finally, unexplainably, stopped.

She never learned why they stopped. She had told herself, for six years, that her tormentor had simply moved on, lost interest, found someone else to frighten — a story she was only now, standing in her own kitchen with Kabir's corkboard photograph in her memory, beginning to understand had never been true at all. He — or she — had not lost interest. He had only, for a while, found somewhere else to be.

Chapter Three: Fourteenth Floor

She met him properly three days later, in the lift, at the unfashionable hour of ten at night, both of them smelling faintly of instant coffee and other people's deadlines.

He was tall in the unhurried way of men who have stopped noticing their own height, dressed in a grey T-shirt gone soft with washing, and he held the door open a half-second longer than strangers usually bother to. "Eleven?" he asked, seeing her reach for nothing.

"Eleven," she confirmed, and pressed it herself out of habit, and he smiled — not widely, just at the corner of his mouth, like a man conserving something.

"Kabir," he said. "Fourteen. I'm told I'm very quiet."

"Munuswamy talks," Meera said, and surprised herself by almost laughing.

"Munuswamy," Kabir said gravely, "is the most reliable source of intelligence in this entire building. He informed me on day one that the lift makes a sound like a dying goat between the ninth and tenth floors, and he was completely accurate."

The lift, on cue, made a sound like a dying goat.

Meera laughed — an actual laugh, short and surprised out of her — and Kabir looked pleased with himself in a way that was somehow not smug, only glad, and something in her chest that had been folded shut for a long time creaked open half an inch, just enough to let a little light through, and then the doors opened at eleven and she stepped out and said good night and did not look back, because looking back was not a habit she allowed herself.

She thought about him twice more before she fell asleep, which was twice more than she had thought about any man in three years, and she noted this the way she noted everything — carefully, at a slight remove, filed under things to watch.

Chapter Four: What the City Took

What Kabir never told anyone in the building — not Munuswamy, not the delivery boys who'd started to recognise him, and for the first several weeks, not Meera — was that he had a sister once.

Ritu Rathore had been nineteen when she stopped answering her phone, in a hostel two cities from home, and the last anyone had heard from her was a text message to their mother that read only call you tomorrow, love you, sent on a Tuesday, and never followed by a tomorrow that came. The police in that city had been marginally more diligent than the ones who would later fail Priya Suresh, but not by much; they had found nothing, built no case, and after eighteen months had quietly moved the file into a drawer reserved for the cases everyone privately agreed would never be solved.

Kabir had been twenty-three. He had abandoned an unfinished engineering degree within the month, moved into journalism sideways through a local paper that needed someone to cover court proceedings, and had spent every year since teaching himself, one small skill at a time, how to do the thing the police in his sister's case had never managed: to actually look, past the point where looking stopped being convenient.

He had never found Ritu. He had, in the eight years since, found four other missing women whose files had gone cold, written none of their stories under his own byline because publication would have meant exposure and exposure would have meant losing access, and carried, the entire time, a private and unspoken rule: he would not let himself want anything for himself until the wanting no longer felt like betraying the sister he hadn't saved.

It was a rule he had kept, without difficulty, for eight years. It had lasted exactly four days past the night Meera Krishnan laughed at a joke about a dying lift, and he did not yet know whether to be frightened or grateful about that, only that it was true, and that some nights, alone in his sparse apartment with Priya's photograph pinned in front of him, he found himself thinking less about Ritu's face than about Meera's, and hated himself a little for it, and could not seem to stop.

Chapter Five: The First Note

The note came on a Thursday, tucked between the pages of the Whitefield site file that lived on her desk at work — not slid under her apartment door, not left in her building's mailbox, but inside a file that never left the office, which was the detail that would matter later, though she did not know that yet.

You looked beautiful in blue today. — A friend

It was written in careful block capitals, the kind a person uses when they don't want their handwriting recognised, and it was tucked so precisely between page fourteen and page fifteen that whoever had placed it had known exactly which page she would turn to.

Meera read it twice and felt the old cold stone in her chest shift, just slightly, the way a stone shifts in a riverbed under new water.

Probably Sanjay, she told herself. Sanjay Iyer, two desks down, who brought her coffee she hadn't asked for and complimented her presentations with a warmth that outran the actual quality of her slides. Sanjay had access to the office. Sanjay had, on more than one occasion, hovered at her desk a beat too long. It was a reasonable theory, and reasonable theories were the only kind Meera allowed herself to believe before evidence.

She did not report it. Reporting a compliment on a blue kurta would have sounded, she knew from bitter experience, exactly like "your imagination, kanna." She folded the note into a small square, dropped it in her desk drawer, and told herself it was nothing.

She almost believed it, until she got home that night and found that her apartment door, which she always double-locked, was locked only once.

Chapter Six: A Reasonable Explanation

There were, Meera reasoned in the grey hour before sleep finally took her, at least four explanations for a door locked once instead of twice. She had been tired that morning. She had been rushing. The cleaning lady, who came on Tuesdays, might have — no, it was Thursday, the cleaning lady had not been in two days. She discarded that theory and lay very still in the dark, cataloguing her own apartment by sound: the hum of the refrigerator, the tick of the ceiling fan on its lowest setting, the particular silence of the fourteen floors above her, one of which now held a stranger named Kabir who made jokes about dying goats.

She did not sleep well. In the morning she checked the apartment methodically, the way she had once been taught to by a police constable in Pune who had, at least, taken the trouble to teach her
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