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Some stories don’t arrive with fireworks.

They slip quietly into your life, like the first drop of rain before the storm, and you only notice their weight when you realise you’re already drenched.

This is one such story — born not of grand gestures, but of silences, half-finished sentences, and the kind of glances that linger far longer than they should.

It’s about Bhopal, yes — but not the city you see in postcards. This is about the city’s late nights, its tea-stained conversations, its rain-soaked streets. It’s about the people who love quietly and leave quietly, and sometimes... return.

You may see yourself in these pages. Or perhaps, you’ll see someone you once knew — someone you still carry in the quiet corners of your heart.
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Ajay Dhar Bhardwaj is an author and consultant whose stories explore the quiet corners of human emotion — love, loss, and the truths that surface in between.

Known for his realistic yet reflective style, he writes about ordinary moments that leave lasting marks.

A Promise Without Tomorrow is his newest work of fiction, a story of love, guilt, and the silence that teaches both.

Chapter 1 — The Window Between Dreams
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The night had thinned to that faint grey where dreams don’t quite know if they should end. Kavya turned on her side, one hand half-buried under the pillow, breath uneven. The sound in her head wasn’t quite a voice, not anymore—just the echo of a sentence she had been hearing for months now, in pieces, like a song the wind refused to finish.

She opened her eyes before she was ready. The ceiling fan wobbled slightly, its hum slicing through the silence. For a moment, she didn’t move. Her heart was still in the dream—his face close but not clear, the words half-spoken. A promise without tomorrow.

When she sat up, the bedsheet tangled at her feet, moonlight spilled across the floor. The window stood open a crack, curtains moving like slow breath. The city was quiet in that strange hour between night and morning; the usual horns and voices had died down, leaving the faraway hum of a passing metro.

She walked to the window and pushed it wider. The air smelled faintly of rain that hadn’t fallen. Lights blinked from high-rises in the distance. Somewhere, a dog barked, then stopped. She pressed her palms on the cold railing, looking out as if the street below could offer something she’d missed in her sleep.

He used to wait there—just across the road, by the old streetlamp. Or maybe she’d imagined that, too. So much of him lived in between—between what was real and what she wished he’d said.

From behind her, a soft voice called, “Couldn’t sleep again?”

Her mother didn’t wait for an answer. She never did. The door creaked just enough to let her voice through, then closed again.

Kavya smiled faintly. Her mother’s way of checking—never intrusive, always hovering like an unfinished sentence.

She turned back to the view. The skyline stretched wide, half-lit, half-forgotten. From up here, you couldn’t tell one story from another. All the windows looked the same.

Down the hall, the old wall clock struck three. She knew because it always struck late—three seconds behind every other sound in the house.

Kavya leaned her forehead against the windowpane, cold glass against warm skin. Her reflection looked pale, blurred by the faint mist. “Where did you go?” she whispered—not to the night, not even to him, but to the space that kept him missing.

Sometimes she told herself she didn’t need answers. Sometimes she almost believed it.

Her phone blinked once on the table. A notification from some random app. She ignored it. For a second, though, she imagined it could be him. The way her chest tightened at that thought annoyed her. She should’ve been past this by now.

Behind her, a faint clatter—the sound of her mother moving something in the kitchen, maybe preparing the morning tea earlier than usual. A ritual of worry.

Kavya turned, taking in the room: the stack of books by her bedside, the diary she hadn’t opened in weeks, the framed photograph of her father on the wall—smiling like he hadn’t seen the mess time could make.

She picked up the diary, flipped through it without reading. Pages filled with half-thoughts, crossed-out lines. The last entry stopped mid-sentence: He said he’d come back once it was safe.

Safe from what? She had written the question underneath, but the ink had bled into the page.

She closed the diary, pressed it against her chest for a second, then set it down again.

The rain finally began, soft and hesitant. Drops fell on the balcony railing, one by one, like footsteps approaching. Kavya didn’t move away. She liked the sting of cold air on her face. It made her feel awake, even if it hurt.

She thought of the day he left—no fight, no closure, just absence. The kind that doesn’t shout, just quietly takes space until everything feels rearranged.

Her mother’s footsteps drew closer. “You’ll catch a cold,” she said, voice gentler this time. “Close the window, Kavya.”

“In a minute.”

The footsteps lingered, then faded.

Kavya traced a finger on the fogged glass, a habit she’d never dropped. She wrote his initial—just one letter—and wiped it before it formed completely. Childish. Weak. Still, she did it again.

A car passed on the street below. Headlights cut across her face for a second, making her blink. When the light moved on, she thought she saw something—someone—at the edge of the streetlamp. A shape that didn’t belong to the empty night.

Her breath hitched. She leaned closer, squinting through the drizzle. The street was empty. Just shadows, water and the faint hum of a city too busy to keep promises.

She stayed there a long time, not trusting what she saw.

The rain grew steadier, and the room began to smell like damp earth. She finally stepped back, closing the window halfway. Her reflection stared back at her—same eyes, same quiet guilt.

In that silence, she heard his voice again, faint as the night air: “I’ll come back when I can.”

The words weren’t new. But tonight, they didn’t sound like memory.

The first light came slow, bruised and pale. It slid between the curtains and pooled across the floor, softening the corners of the room. Kavya hadn’t gone back to bed. She’d sat in the armchair, knees drawn up, half-listening to the rain thinning into silence.

Now, with morning, everything looked almost innocent again. The kind of quiet that could fool you into believing the night hadn’t happened.

Her mother’s voice floated from the kitchen — a humming sound, tuneless but steady. The faint clang of steel cups, the hiss of water on the stove. Familiar noises that filled the spaces words couldn’t.

Kavya rose slowly, rubbing the stiffness from her neck. She tied her hair up, glanced at the mirror. She looked like someone who’d been waiting rather than sleeping.

In the kitchen, her mother was pouring tea. “You look tired,” she said, not looking up.

Kavya tried a smile. “Couldn’t sleep.”

“Still thinking?”

That was as close as her mother ever came to saying his name.

Kavya didn’t answer. She reached for her cup instead. The warmth against her palms felt grounding. “I’m fine, Ma.”

Her mother gave a small sound that could have been disbelief or just the kettle whistling. “Fine people don’t stand by the window till morning.”

Kavya took a sip, eyes on the rain-soaked balcony. “I wasn’t waiting.”

“I didn’t say you were.”

They left it there. They always did — half conversations stitched together with silence.

Her phone buzzed on the counter. A message — unknown number. Her heart jumped before her mind could stop it. But it wasn’t him. Just a delivery notification.

Still, something in the display name caught her eye. No sender ID. That was odd. She tapped it open.

How long will you keep pretending it doesn’t matter?

She froze. The words glowed on the screen for a few seconds before vanishing. No name. No history. Just gone.

Her mother’s voice snapped her back
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