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Chapter 1

The Appraisal Season

The air-conditioning in Nexus Solutions always ran a degree too cold. Aditi Rao noticed it every morning when she stepped out of the lift on the seventh floor, the chill settling on her wrists where her sleeves ended. She had been HR Manager for four years and still had not asked facilities to adjust it. Some discomforts became part of the furniture.

It was the first week of appraisal season. The open-plan floor hummed with the usual tension — people speaking a little softer near the glass cabins, coffee cups lasting longer, the marketing team clustered around Kabir Malhotra’s desk as if proximity to him might improve their ratings.

Kabir was twenty-seven, eight months into the job, and already the kind of employee managers either wanted to promote or carefully watch. Tall enough that he had to dip his head slightly when talking to most people, dark hair that never stayed fully in place, and a way of listening that made the other person feel they were saying something important. Aditi had noticed him during his joining formalities. She had noticed him again during the mid-year review. She had told herself both times that noticing was simply part of her job.

This morning she had a calendar invite for his one-on-one. 11:30 a.m., her cabin. She prepared the usual folder — performance data, peer feedback, a draft of the rating she already knew she would give him. Exceeds expectations. The numbers supported it. The soft skills supported it. The only thing that did not sit comfortably was the small, persistent awareness that she looked forward to these meetings more than she should.

At 11:28 he knocked once and entered. He closed the door behind him without being asked. Most people waited for her to gesture. Kabir had stopped waiting after the third meeting.

“Morning, Aditi,” he said. He used her first name now. She had never corrected him.

“Sit. How is the Q3 pipeline looking?”

They talked numbers for twelve minutes. He was prepared, articulate, slightly self-deprecating in the places that made managers trust him more. When the formal part ended she closed the folder and leaned back.

“Anything else you want to flag before I lock the rating?”

Kabir hesitated. Not the hesitation of someone who had bad news. The other kind — the kind that meant he was deciding whether to say something personal.

“The late sittings are getting longer,” he said. “Not complaining. Just… the floor empties by eight and the building feels different. Quieter than it should.”

Aditi knew exactly what he meant. She had stayed past nine three times that week herself, the HR cabin the last light on the floor.

“The company doesn’t pay overtime for managers,” she said, keeping her voice light. “Or for ambitious executives who refuse to leave before the client deck is perfect.”

He smiled. The smile reached his eyes in a way that made the cold air-conditioning feel suddenly less relevant.

“I’ll try to leave earlier. Or maybe I won’t.”

The meeting ended. He stood, thanked her, and left. Aditi sat for another minute with the closed folder in front of her and the knowledge that she had not wanted him to go. She opened her laptop and typed the rating into the system. Exceeds expectations. Comments: Strong ownership, clear communication, high potential. She did not type the other things she had noticed — the way he looked at her when he thought she was focused on the screen, the slight shift in his posture when the door closed, the fact that both of them seemed to invent reasons for conversations that could have been emails.

Outside her glass wall the floor continued its ordinary noise. Aditi Rao, thirty-four, recently living alone after a marriage that had ended in quiet paperwork rather than drama, told herself that noticing an employee’s smile was still within professional bounds. She almost believed it.




Chapter 2

The Policy Draft

Two days later the CEO asked Aditi to revise the company’s anti-fraternization clause. The old language was vague. Legal wanted something tighter before the next board meeting. She spent the afternoon in her cabin with the policy document open on one screen and previous case notes on the other.

Most of the cases were ordinary — two people from the same team, a quiet resignation, a transfer to another city. One had ended in a formal complaint and a settlement that still sat in a locked folder in her drawer. Aditi had handled that case two years ago. She still remembered the look on the woman’s face when the investigation closed. Not relief. Something closer to exhaustion.

At 7:40 p.m. the floor was almost empty. She was rewriting a paragraph about reporting relationships when someone knocked. Kabir stood in the doorway holding two paper cups of coffee from the machine downstairs.

“You look like you need this more than I do,” he said. “Black, no sugar. I checked with the pantry auntie. She said that’s how you take it.”

Aditi should have thanked him and sent him away. Instead she gestured to the chair opposite her desk. He sat. The coffee was still hot enough to steam slightly in the cold cabin air.

“You’re still here,” she said.

“Client presentation tomorrow. The deck needed one more pass. You?”

“Policy. The exciting side of HR.”

He glanced at her screen. She did not turn it away. The heading was visible: Workplace Relationships – Revised Guidelines.

“Updating the dating rules?” he asked, half-smiling.

“Updating the consequences of ignoring them.”

Kabir took a sip of his own coffee. “Has anyone ever actually followed that policy completely?”

“Most people do. The ones who don’t usually leave before it becomes a problem. Or they become the problem.”

The conversation could have ended there. It did not. They talked about the absurdity of some of the older clauses, about a previous company where two people had gotten married in secret and then had to disclose it during a background check for a client project. Kabir laughed in a low way that made the glass walls feel less transparent. Aditi found herself leaning forward slightly, the policy draft temporarily forgotten.

At 8:25 she noticed the time. “You should go. The last cab from the basement leaves at nine.”

“I can stay if you need a second pair of eyes on that document.”

“I don’t.” The words came out firmer than she intended. Softening them would have been worse. “But thank you for the coffee.”

He stood, collected his cup, and paused at the door. “For what it’s worth, the new clause looks fair. Clearer than the old one. People should know where the lines are.”

“That’s the idea.”

After he left she sat with the cooling coffee and the unfinished paragraph. The line she had been rewriting still sat incomplete on the screen: Employees in hierarchical relationships must… She typed the rest without looking at the keyboard. …disclose any personal relationship to HR immediately. Failure to do so may result in disciplinary action up to and including termination.

She saved the document. Then she opened a new blank note and typed three words she deleted immediately: He stays late.

Outside, the city lights of Pune had fully taken over the windows. Aditi closed her laptop, locked the cabin, and took the lift down alone. In the basement the last few cars were leaving. She did not look for his.




Chapter 3

The Town Hall

The quarterly town hall was held in the large training room on the fifth floor. Rows of chairs, a projector, the CEO speaking about revenue targets and a new client in Singapore. Aditi sat in the second row from the back, the place she preferred — visible enough to be present, far enough to observe.

Kabir sat three seats to her left, one row ahead. She noticed the way he leaned forward when the marketing numbers came up, the small nod when a colleague’s name was mentioned for a successful campaign. After the formal session there was the usual milling around, tea and samosas near the back, people forming temporary clusters.

She was speaking to the finance head about the new leave policy when Kabir appeared at her shoulder with a plate that had two samosas and a small packet of ketchup.

“You skipped lunch,” he said quietly. “I checked with your assistant.”

Aditi accepted the plate because refusing would have required an explanation she did not want to give in a room full of people. “You keep track of my meals now?”

“Only the ones you forget.” He stayed for half a minute longer than necessary, then moved on to a group from his team. The interaction had lasted less than forty seconds. Several people had still seen it.

Later, in the corridor outside the training room, the head of engineering fell into step beside her. “Kabir is doing well. The Singapore client likes him. You











