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​The Fare Between Us
A Stranger Taxi Romance
​
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SankulaHub writes contemporary romance that leans on emotional suspense, quiet choices, and the kind of love that grows strongest in ordinary places where people think no one is watching. Each story is crafted to feel intimate and real, with clean, low-heat romance and a steady, hopeful ending built on trust rather than spectacle.
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​Dedication
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For the ones who have sat in the back of a car at an impossible hour and realized they are tired of being brave alone. For the ones who keep going anyway, and for the unexpected hands that help them breathe again without asking them to explain everything first.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Ishita Rao is a court-trained sign language interpreter who has learned to stay composed in public while quietly carrying private pressure. She moves through the city with competence and restraint, and she hates the part of herself that still hopes someone will notice when she is not okay.

Samar Dhawan is a night-shift taxi driver with a disciplined calm and a stubborn sense of responsibility. He is careful with his words, careful with his steering wheel, and careful with promises, because he has seen what happens when people treat them like nothing.

Kavya Menon is the dispatch supervisor who runs her drivers like a strict older sister, sharp-tongued but protective. She sees patterns others miss and has a way of forcing the truth into daylight.

Vikram Kapoor is the polished man Ishita is expected to choose, the kind of person who frames control as concern. He does not shout; he tightens the room around her until she can’t tell where her choices went.

Ritesh Rao is Ishita’s younger brother, impulsive and proud, who can turn a small mistake into a dangerous silence. He loves Ishita, but he also resents how often she has had to rescue him.

Note To Readers On Cultural Terms

This story is set in an Indian cultural context, so a few everyday family terms may appear in dialogue to reflect how people naturally speak at home. These words are simple forms of address, similar to saying “Mom,” “Dad,” or “Sister” in English.

In this book, Amma means mother, and Akka means older sister. You may also see Anna, which means an older brother, and Aunty or Uncle, which are respectful ways of addressing an older woman or man in the community, even if they are not related by blood.

These terms are included only to keep the conversations authentic and emotionally true to the characters. They do not change the story, and whenever they appear, the meaning should be clear from the surrounding context.
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​Introduction Scene
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At 2:19 a.m., the city looked honest.

The billboards were dimmed, the shops were shuttered, and the bright daytime confidence had drained from the sidewalks, leaving only the essentials. A stray dog slept with its nose tucked under its tail. A security guard leaned on his baton as if it was the last steady thing in the world. A thin fog sat low over the road, the kind that made headlights smear into soft halos and made every decision feel like it belonged to someone else.

Ishita stood beneath the harsh white light of the hospital gate, the strap of her bag biting into her shoulder. She had been inside for hours, translating grief into motions her hands could carry and her face could hide. The fluorescent corridors had taught her to keep her breathing even, to keep her voice gentle, to not let anyone see how the work crawled under the skin and stayed there.

But now she was outside, and the night air had nowhere to put her.

Her phone buzzed again. One message, no name saved, just a number she recognized because she wished she didn’t.

I’m at the old bridge. Don’t call. Please. Just come.

She stared at the words until they blurred, then pressed the phone to her palm as if she could flatten them out. The old bridge was not a place you went at 2 a.m. unless you wanted to be unseen, or unless you had already made a decision that scared you.

Her next appointment was at 7:30 a.m. in Courtroom Four. She could already picture the judge’s expression if she arrived late, the clerk’s glance, the ripple of irritation. She had built her life on being dependable, because being dependable was safer than being loved.

And still, she was here, at the edge of the road, waiting for a taxi like the world had not already asked too much of her today.

A cab rolled past, slowed, then kept going. Another one came with its roof light dark, empty but unavailable. When she raised her hand again, her fingers trembled, and she hated that, too, because it meant the message had landed exactly where it was meant to land.

A third cab turned the corner and stopped as if it had been looking for her specifically. The roof light was on. The engine idled with a steady, patient sound. The car was clean in a way that suggested someone cared about it beyond earning money.

The driver’s window lowered halfway. The driver didn’t lean out, didn’t call anything flashy, didn’t ask where she was going like it was a negotiation. He simply looked at her and waited, as if he understood that sometimes people needed a second to decide whether to step into someone else’s space.

He had a face that held its calm like a habit. Not cold, not hard. Controlled. The kind of control that came from learning what panic could do.

“You booked?” he asked.

His voice was low, roughened by late hours, and there was something careful about the way he said the words, like he was trying not to spook her.

Ishita almost said yes out of reflex, because it was easier to let life place you than to claim your own choices. But she forced honesty out of her throat.

“No,” she said. “I’m just... I need a ride.”

He nodded once, eyes flicking to the hospital entrance behind her, then back to her face. He didn’t ask why she was alone. He didn’t ask if she was okay. He didn’t offer sympathy that would make her have to respond.

He reached across the dashboard and unlocked the back door. “Get in.”

She opened the door and slid into the backseat. The interior smelled faintly of lemon and something warmer beneath it, like sandalwood from a small air freshener hidden out of sight. There was a child seat folded down against the far side of the backseat, the straps tucked neatly, as if it belonged there even when it wasn’t being used.

Ishita’s attention snagged on it. It made no sense for a night-shift driver who picked up from hospitals and late diners. It made no sense, and that made her chest tighten in a way she didn’t like.

The driver didn’t look back. He adjusted the rearview mirror, and for a second their eyes met in that small rectangle. His gaze didn’t linger on her mouth or her figure. It settled on her eyes, then moved away as if he had made a decision not to stare.

“Where to?” he asked.

Ishita named an address that was not the old bridge. She heard herself do it and felt the lie land heavy. The old bridge was fifteen minutes away in the wrong direction. It was the place the city forgot on purpose.

But she had learned a long time ago that if you told the truth too early, people tried to talk you out of it.

The driver’s hands tightened slightly on the wheel. Just slightly, like a muscle remembering an old injury.

“That area,” he said, and then stopped, as if he had almost said more.

Ishita gripped her bag in her lap. “Is it a problem?”

“No.” His answer was immediate, clean. Too clean.

He pulled away from the curb, merging into the nearly empty road. The cab moved with quiet confidence, a smooth glide that made Ishita’s body realize it had been bracing for something worse. She hated that relief, too. Relief was an invitation. Relief was how you ended up telling a stranger things you couldn’t tell your own family.

Her phone buzzed again.

Please, akka. Just come. I messed up.

The word akka made her throat sting. Her brother didn’t call her that unless he wanted her softness. He didn’t call her that unless he had already spent everything else.

Ishita turned her phone face-down in her lap. “Can you take a different route?” she asked, trying to sound normal. “Avoid the main junction.”

The driver glanced at the mirror again. “There’s a checkpoint tonight,” he said. “They’re stopping cabs on the flyover.”

Ishita’s stomach dropped. “Why?”

“They do it when they’re looking for someone.” His voice didn’t change, but his fingers shifted on the wheel again, that small reveal of tension. “Or when they want to collect easy fines.”

The cabin fell quiet except for the soft hum of the engine and the faraway echo of a siren that might have been an ambulance or might have been something else entirely. Ishita tried not to think of cameras, not to think of receipts, not to think of how many ways a city could track you if it wanted to.

“You can drop me before the checkpoint,” she said.

He didn’t answer right away. The pause was small, but it had weight. When he finally spoke, it was gentle in a way that made her uneasy.

“If you’re going somewhere you don’t want on record,” he said, “don’t get out at a checkpoint. That’s where records get made.”

Ishita’s mouth went dry. She stared at the back of his head, at the steady line of his shoulders, and felt a flare of irritation that was really scary wearing a sharper face.

“How would you know what I want?” she asked.

He breathed out once, slow. “I drive at night,” he said. “I see people who are not doing what they planned to do. I’m not judging you.”

The words should have soothed her. Instead they made her feel exposed, like her exhaustion had become visible through her skin.

She leaned back against the seat and watched the city slide past. The taxi’s meter clicked on with a soft sound, like a quiet reminder that time was moving even if she wanted it to stop.

At the next signal, the driver’s phone lit up on a mount near the dashboard. The screen flashed a name.

Kavya.

He didn’t pick it up. He didn’t even tap it away. He let it ring until it stopped, and the silence afterward felt like a door closing.

Ishita’s curiosity flickered despite her stress. People answered calls at 2 a.m. only if it mattered. People ignored calls only if it mattered more.

Another message popped onto the screen. She couldn’t see the whole thing from the back, but she saw enough.

Don’t take Harbor Road. Not tonight. Promise.

Ishita sat forward before she could stop herself. “Harbor Road is... is that on the way?”

The driver’s jaw tightened. In the mirror, his eyes sharpened for a second, then softened again, as if he was deliberately choosing not to be defensive.

“It’s one way,” he said.

“And you don’t want to go?”

“I didn’t say that.”

He turned the wheel at the next turn-off without indicating, sliding into a narrower road that ran parallel to the main street. The buildings here were older, their balconies crowded with laundry and plants, their ground floors shut tight. The streetlights were spaced farther apart, and the shadows between them felt like gaps you could fall into.

Ishita’s phone buzzed again, relentless, like her brother was pressing his forehead to the other side of the screen.

If you don’t come, I’ll do something stupid. I swear.

Her heart thudded hard. Anger rose, hot and immediate, because fear always arrived wrapped in anger when it came from someone you loved.

She closed her eyes for half a second, just long enough to picture him, Ritesh, with his stubborn chin and his wild confidence that could crumble into desperation in seconds. She pictured him standing at the old bridge, the water below black and heavy. She pictured the quiet way a single wrong choice could become a headline.

When she opened her eyes, the driver’s gaze was on her in the mirror again, and this time it held a question he hadn’t asked out loud.

“You can stop here,” she said abruptly. “Just... here. I’ll walk.”

The driver didn’t brake immediately. He drove another ten meters, then pulled over under a streetlight. He put the car in park. The meter kept running, ticking away like an accusation.

“You’re sure?” he asked.

Ishita reached for the door handle, then hesitated. The street outside looked empty, but emptiness was not safe at this hour. The quiet was too complete. Her body knew that.

She hated her body for knowing.

“I’m sure,” she lied.

The driver’s hand moved to the meter, and with a practiced motion he paused it. The click of it stopping felt strangely intimate, like he had just made a choice for her that didn’t cost her pride.

He turned his head slightly, not enough to see her fully, but enough to make his voice carry without the mirror. “If you’re meeting someone,” he said, “and you’re scared, don’t pretend you’re not. Pretending makes you take the wrong kind of risks.”

Ishita swallowed. “I’m not meeting anyone.”

He waited a beat, then spoke like he was placing the words carefully on a table. “Your hands are shaking.”

She looked down. She hadn’t realized they were. Her fingers were curled tight around the strap of her bag as if she could anchor herself with it.

“I’m tired,” she said.

He nodded once. “Tiredness makes people honest by accident.”

That did it. The truth pushed up like water through a crack. She couldn’t stop it, couldn’t repackage it, couldn’t make it sound neat.

“My brother is at the old bridge,” she said, the words coming out fast, rough. “He wants me to come now. He says he messed up. He won’t tell me what. He told me not to call.”

The driver was still. The streetlight painted a thin line along his cheekbone, his nose, the edge of his mouth. He didn’t react with surprise or judgment. He reacted with recognition, like he had heard versions of this before and knew how it ended if people chose wrong.

“The old bridge,” he said quietly.

Ishita nodded even though he couldn’t see it.

He looked at the phone mount again, at the message still glowing faintly. Then he did something that made Ishita’s breath catch. He reached up and turned the mount so the screen faced down, away from view, like he was erasing the witness.

He restarted the meter. The click sounded final.

“I’ll take you,” he said.

Ishita’s throat tightened. “You don’t even know me.”

He glanced at her in the mirror, and the steadiness in his eyes made her feel like she was standing on solid ground for the first time all night.

“I know what it means when someone sends a message like that,” he said. “And I know what it means when you still get in the car anyway.”

Ishita stared at his eyes in that small rectangle. “Why would you do this?”

His fingers tightened on the wheel again, that small tell he couldn’t hide.

“Because I promised myself,” he said, and stopped there, as if the rest of the sentence was too private to give to a stranger.

He pulled back onto the road, and the city seemed to tilt, as if her night had shifted onto a new track.

Ishita’s phone buzzed again, but this time she didn’t flinch. She stared at the dark screen and felt the first thread of something else under the fear.

Curiosity.

Why did he freeze at the mention of the bridge as if it had a memory attached to it.
Why did he keep a child seat in his cab at two in the morning?
Why did dispatch beg him not to take Harbor Road, not tonight, promise.
The taxi moved forward, and Ishita realized she had just trusted a stranger with the most fragile part of her life. Not because he was charming. Not because he was persuasive. Because he was steady, and steadiness was rare.

Ahead, the glow of blue and red lights smeared into the fog.

The checkpoint.

The driver slowed. Ishita’s heart slammed against her ribs.

A police officer stepped into the lane and raised his hand.

Samar lowered his window before he was told to, his posture calm, his face unreadable. The officer leaned in, flashlight sweeping the interior.

“Where are you going?” the officer asked.

Samar answered smoothly, but the officer’s light swung to the backseat and landed on Ishita’s face. For a second, the beam pinned her like an accusation.

The officer’s gaze sharpened. “Madam,” he said, “is this your cab?”

Ishita’s lungs forgot how to work. She could feel the question behind his question. Is this your ride, or is this someone else’s story you stepped into.

Samar’s eyes met hers in the mirror, and in that small rectangle, Ishita saw the cost of her next sentence.

If she said no, she could step out, claim safety, pretend she never got in.
If she said yes, she would tie herself to him in a way the city could record.
Her phone buzzed again in her lap. The screen lit up with her brother’s name at last, because his panic had finally chosen the one thing she always answered.

Akka.

Ishita lifted her chin into the flashlight and heard her own voice, clear and steady, as if it belonged to the person she wished she was at all times.

“Yes,” she said. “This is my cab.”

And in that moment, the fare between them changed into something else entirely, something neither of them could unfeel when the night ended.
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​Chapter 1: The Question Behind Yes
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The officer held the flashlight steady on Ishita’s face as if he could read the truth in the way she blinked. The beam made her eyes water, and the sting of it felt unfair, because she had done nothing except get into a taxi and refuse to leave it. Still, her heart hammered like she had crossed a line the city cared about.

“Yes,” she had said. This is my cab.

The words were already out in the night air, already part of the record of the moment, even if no one wrote them down.

The officer shifted his stance and angled the light toward Samar. “License.”

Samar’s hand moved calmly to the dash compartment. He didn’t rush. He didn’t fumble. Ishita noticed the smoothness of a man who knew that fear was contagious and refused to pass it on. He handed the card over without a flourish and kept his gaze forward, respectful, unchallenging.

The officer took it, scanned it, then aimed the flashlight briefly at the backseat again, at Ishita’s bag, at her hands. Ishita held still. She tried to keep her breathing even, tried to keep her face composed the way she did in a courtroom, when a witness cried and everyone pretended the tears were just sound.

“Where are you headed?” the officer asked, not looking at Ishita now, as if Samar was the only person who mattered.

Samar answered with a neighborhood name that sounded ordinary and safe. Ishita felt a sharp pinch of gratitude, followed by a sharper pinch of unease. He had lied to her without asking permission. He had lied for her in a way that made him responsible for her without her consent. The complexity of that sat heavy in her chest.

The officer flicked his flashlight toward the meter. “You’ve got the meter on.”

“Yes, sir.”

The officer’s mouth tightened as if he was deciding whether to push. “Madam,” he said, turning back to Ishita, “are you traveling alone?”

Ishita swallowed. The question was simple, but it wasn’t. It was a test of what kind of story she was in. It was a test of whether she could be a woman in the city at 2 a.m. without needing a reason the city approved of.

“I’m alone,” she said, keeping her voice steady, “and I booked a cab.”

It was not true. It was not entirely false, either. She had booked the cab the moment she sat inside it and chose not to leave.

The officer studied her for a beat longer. Ishita felt the pause like fingers at the edge of a wound. Then he handed Samar’s license back through the window and stepped away.

“Go,” he said, and waved them forward as if he had already forgotten them.

Samar eased the taxi into motion. Only after they cleared the barricade and the blue and red lights faded behind them did Ishita realize she had been holding her breath. She let it go in a slow exhale that trembled despite her effort to control it.

Samar didn’t speak right away. He drove, his hands steady, the cab gliding through the fog-soft streets. Ishita watched the line of his jaw in the faint dashboard light, watched how he kept his attention on the road like a promise to himself.

“Thank you,” she said at last. The words felt too small, but they were what she had.

He glanced at the mirror. His eyes met hers for the briefest moment, not warm, not distant, simply present. “For what?”

“For not making it worse,” she said. “For not... asking questions in front of him.”

Samar nodded once, as if he understood exactly which kind of questions made a night dangerous. “Checkpoint questions are never really about answers,” he said. “They’re about whether you flinch.”

Ishita’s throat tightened. She stared out the window at the sleeping buildings, at the closed shutters, at the occasional pool of light on a cracked footpath. “I did flinch.”

“You didn’t,” he said, and there was something firm in the way he spoke, like he was refusing to let her rewrite herself into someone weaker than she was. “Your voice stayed level.”

Ishita almost laughed, but it came out as a short, breathy sound with no humor in it. “My voice stays level even when my life is not.”

Samar didn’t answer immediately. The silence between them stretched, not awkward, just loaded. Then he said quietly, “That’s a skill. Not everyone has it.”

The words should have landed like a compliment. Instead they landed like recognition, and recognition was intimate in a way Ishita wasn’t prepared for from a stranger.

Her phone buzzed again in her lap. The screen lit up with Ritesh’s name. She didn’t answer. She couldn’t. Not yet. If she answered now, her voice would crack, and she couldn’t afford to show fear in front of anyone, not even a brother who had grown up watching her do impossible things with a straight face.

Samar’s gaze flicked to the mirror again. “You want to call him?”

“I want to,” she said, “and I don’t. If I call, he’ll either beg me or lie to me. And if he lies, I’ll still go.”

Samar’s fingers tightened lightly on the wheel. “He’s your brother.”

“Yes.” Ishita pressed her phone face-down against her thigh. “And he knows that word is a key.”

The taxi rolled past a boarded-up tea stall with a faded sign. A stray cat darted across the road. Ishita’s mind kept tugging at the same questions, the ones she had tried to ignore when panic was louder.

“Dispatch called you,” she said, unable to hold it in. “The name on your phone. Kavya.”

Samar’s mouth tightened briefly, not anger, more like caution. “She runs the night shift desk.”

“She told you not to take a certain road,” Ishita said, choosing her words carefully. “She asked you to promise.”

Samar’s eyes stayed on the road. “She worries.”

“About what?”

He took a breath. Ishita watched his shoulders rise and settle. “About me,” he said simply.

That answer made Ishita’s curiosity sharpen. People didn’t build a whole sentence around worry unless there was history behind it.

“You didn’t answer her,” Ishita said.

“I was at the checkpoint,” Samar replied.

“That was before the checkpoint.”

His gaze flicked to the mirror again. This time his eyes held a warning. Not threatening. Protective. Like he was telling her there were parts of him that were not available tonight.

Ishita understood boundaries. She lived inside them. She also knew how it felt when someone insisted on pushing anyway, using concern as a crowbar. She wasn’t going to become that person to him.

“All right,” she said quietly. “I won’t push.”

Samar’s shoulders loosened by a fraction, as if he had been bracing for an argument and was relieved not to have one. “Thank you.”

Ishita turned that over in her mind. Thank you. Not many men said it like that, as if a boundary was a gift instead of an inconvenience.

They drove in silence for a few minutes. The fog thickened near the river stretch, turning the streetlights into blurred moons. Ishita watched the halos and thought of her brother on the bridge. She imagined the water below, dark and thick as spilled ink. She imagined his hands on the railing, his phone in his fist, his breath coming too fast.

“Turn here,” she said, and heard her voice break slightly. She hated that, too.

Samar turned without question.

As the taxi approached the old bridge, the city changed. The buildings thinned. The road widened into a long, straight stretch lined with rusted railings. The fog became heavier, and the air smelled faintly of damp stone and algae. Ishita’s pulse thudded in her ears.

“There,” she said, leaning forward. “Near that lamp.”

A figure stood beneath the streetlight, shoulders hunched, hands jammed into pockets, his head bowed like he was listening to a confession only he could hear. Ritesh. Ishita’s chest clenched so hard it almost hurt. Anger surged through her with the force of relief. Anger was easier to hold than fear.

Samar pulled over at a respectful distance. He didn’t honk. He didn’t draw attention. He simply parked and kept the engine running, as if he understood that what happened next needed quiet.

Ishita’s hand hovered over the door handle. Then she paused. She turned her head and looked at Samar, meeting his eyes in the mirror.

“Please,” she said, and she wasn’t even sure what she was asking. Stay. Don’t leave. Don’t make me do this alone.

Samar nodded once. “I’m here.”

The simplicity of it hit her harder than any dramatic promise could have. Ishita stepped out into the cold night air and walked toward her brother.

Ritesh looked up at the sound of her footsteps. His face was pale under the streetlight. His eyes were red-rimmed, not from crying exactly, but from fighting something that wanted to break through. Ishita’s anger flickered, confused by the sight of him. This wasn’t drunken irresponsibility. This was something else. Something that had hollowed him out.

“You called,” Ishita said, stopping a few steps away. She forced steadiness into her voice, because if she sounded too soft, he would collapse, and if he collapsed, she would have to hold him up with parts of herself that were already tired. “And you asked me not to call you back.”

Ritesh’s mouth twisted. He tried to smile. It didn’t work. “I didn’t want you to hear me like this.”

“Like what?” Ishita demanded. “Like you’re standing on a bridge in the middle of the night, making me imagine the worst?”

Ritesh flinched as if she had struck him. “I didn’t come to jump,” he said quickly, too quickly. “I just... I didn’t know where else to go.”

Ishita took a step closer. She could see his hands were shaking now, the same tremor she had tried to hide on her own. She wanted to grab his wrists and hold them still. She wanted to shake him. She wanted to do both at once.

“Tell me,” she said, lowering her voice. “Tell me what happened.”

Ritesh stared past her shoulder, toward the fog, as if the water could give him the right words. “I made a mistake,” he whispered. “A stupid mistake.”

“That is not information,” Ishita said.

He swallowed hard. “I borrowed money.”

Ishita’s stomach dropped. The words were ordinary, but the way he said them made them dangerous. Borrowed money was a small thing in some lives. In others it was a trap with teeth.

“How much?” Ishita asked. Her voice came out sharper than she intended.

Ritesh winced again. “Enough.”

Ishita’s jaw clenched. “From where?”

Ritesh’s eyes flicked to hers, then away. Shame flushed up his neck. “From one of those instant loan apps,” he said, and the words tumbled out now, desperate, like confession might be the only air he could breathe. “I thought it would be quick. I thought I’d pay it back before anyone noticed. They make it so easy, akka. They make it feel like it’s not real money. Like it’s just a button.”

Ishita closed her eyes for half a second. In her mind she saw courtroom files. She saw complaints. She saw people who had been cornered by interest and threats that weren’t always legal but were always effective.

“Why?” she asked, and forced herself to keep the question human instead of accusatory. “What did you need it for?”

Ritesh’s throat bobbed. He looked like a boy again, not the young man who rolled his eyes at her caution, not the brother who insisted he was fine. “I lost my job,” he said, voice breaking on the last word. “Two weeks ago. I didn’t tell you because you already worry about everything. I thought I’d find something fast. I thought it would be okay.”

Ishita stared at him. The anger inside her shifted, revealing the softer hurt beneath it. He hadn’t told her. He had carried it alone. She hated that he felt he had to. She hated that he had learned from her example that being strong meant being silent.

“And now?” she asked.

Ritesh’s eyes filled. He blinked hard, as if refusing to let tears spill. “Now they’re calling. They’re sending messages. They found... they found contacts from my phone, akka. They started sending things. Saying they’ll send my photos. Saying they’ll tell people I’m a fraud. I didn’t even know they could do that.”

Ishita’s skin went cold. She thought of her phone, of her own name in his contacts. She thought of the fragile dignity she had built in a world that loved to knock women down for existing.

“What did you give them access to?” she asked, and hated the tremor in her voice.

Ritesh looked guilty, a specific kind of guilt that made Ishita’s breath catch. “They asked for permission,” he said. “I clicked yes. I didn’t read. I just... I just wanted the money to land.”

Ishita made herself inhale slowly through her nose. Panic would not fix this. Shouting would not fix this. But something in her wanted to shatter, because she was so tired of being the person who cleaned up after the men she loved.

“And how much do they say you owe now?” she asked.

Ritesh’s voice dropped to almost nothing. “Three times what I borrowed. They say interest. They say fees. They say if I don’t pay in two days, they’ll ruin me.”

Ishita stared at him, at the misery in his face. “Ritesh,” she said, and her voice cracked on his name, because the fear finally found a gap. “Why didn’t you come to me immediately?”

Ritesh flinched like the answer was a bruise. “Because you always save me,” he whispered. “And I’m tired of being saved. But I’m also scared. And I didn’t know what else to do.”

The honesty hit Ishita hard. She could feel her throat tighten, feel her eyes sting. She looked away toward the taxi, where the headlights glowed faintly through the fog. Samar sat still inside, a quiet shape, not intruding, not abandoning them.

“You did come to me,” Ishita said, voice low. “You called. That is coming to me.”

Ritesh’s breath shuddered. “I didn’t want you to see me like this,” he murmured. “I didn’t want you to know I failed.”

Ishita stepped closer and lowered her voice further, so the night would hold their words instead of throwing them back at them. “You didn’t fail because you lost your job,” she said. “You failed because you believed you had to hide it.”

Ritesh’s eyes squeezed shut. A tear escaped anyway, sliding down his cheek. He wiped it roughly with the back of his hand, furious with himself.

Ishita felt something inside her soften. Not because she approved of what he had done. Because she saw the panic in him, the helplessness. She knew that feeling. She lived with it. She just wrapped it better.

“We’ll handle it,” she said, and made her voice steady again. “We’ll do it carefully. We’ll do it the right way.”

Ritesh looked at her, desperation flaring. “How? They keep calling. They keep threatening. They said they’ll come to the house.”

“They say a lot of things,” Ishita replied. “They want you to panic so you pay without thinking. We won't panic.”

Ritesh swallowed. “But what if they really do it?”

Ishita’s jaw tightened. “Then we deal with that, too,” she said. “But not at two in the morning on a bridge.”

She reached out and placed her hand on his forearm. His skin was cold through the thin fabric of his shirt.

Ritesh’s gaze flicked toward the taxi, and confusion crossed his face. “Who brought you?” he asked.

“A cab,” Ishita said.

Ritesh narrowed his eyes slightly. “At this hour?”

Ishita felt her cheeks warm, not with embarrassment, but with a strange protective instinct she didn’t understand. She didn’t want her brother to drag Samar into their mess. She didn’t want Samar to be turned into a story he didn’t choose.

“A driver,” she said evenly. “He’s just waiting.”

Ritesh looked as if he wanted to ask more, but the exhaustion in him swallowed his curiosity. He nodded, shoulders sagging. “I’m sorry,” he said, and the words sounded like a child’s apology. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“I know,” Ishita said, and hated that she meant it.

Her phone buzzed again, and she saw the name on the screen.

Vikram.

The sight of it made her stomach twist. She let it ring, then silenced it with a quick press. She wasn’t ready to deal with him. Not tonight. Not when her brother was shaking and the city felt like it had teeth.

Ritesh noticed anyway. His eyes flicked to her hand. “Is that him?” he asked quietly.

Ishita’s shoulders stiffened. “Not now,” she said.

Ritesh’s expression darkened with guilt. “If I didn’t call you, you wouldn’t have to ignore anyone,” he muttered.

Ishita’s grip on his arm tightened. “Ritesh,” she said, firm. “Do not try to pay for your panic with my silence. I make my choices.”

Ritesh’s eyes softened with something close to admiration and something close to resentment. Ishita had seen that look before. It was the look of someone who loved her strength and hated that they needed it.

“Come,” she said. “Get in the cab. We’ll go somewhere warm. We’ll talk properly.”

Ritesh hesitated. “Where?”

Ishita looked toward the taxi again. She didn’t have a plan. She had a sense of urgency and a determination to keep her brother alive and intact. Plans could come later.

“We’ll go home,” she said.

Ritesh swallowed. “Amma will ask questions.”

“She can ask,” Ishita replied, and the words were harder than she felt. “We’ll answer in daylight.”

They walked back toward the taxi. As they approached, Samar’s gaze lifted in the mirror. Ishita saw him take in Ritesh’s posture, his face, the way he moved like someone whose bones were heavier than usual. Samar didn’t stare. He simply opened the back door lock with a click and waited.

Ritesh slid into the backseat first. Ishita followed, and the closed space filled with the scent of cold air and damp stone. Ritesh’s eyes landed on the folded child seat again, and his brows lifted in mild surprise.

“You’ve got a kid?” Ritesh blurted, then immediately looked apologetic, as if he’d forgotten how to be polite.

Samar’s hands stayed on the wheel. “Not mine,” he said. “It belongs to someone who rides with me sometimes.”

Ritesh blinked. Ishita felt her curiosity sharpen again. Someone who rides with him sometimes. A child. At night. It made no sense, and that made it matter.

Samar looked at Ishita in the mirror. “Where to?”

Ishita hesitated. Going home meant dragging this into her mother’s house before dawn. It meant questions and tension and the kind of worry that spread like smoke through every room. But avoiding home meant hiding, and hiding was how Ritesh had ended up on a bridge.

“Take us to my place,” Ishita said finally. “Just for tonight.”

Ritesh’s head jerked. “Akka, no. I can go to my room. I don’t want to mess up your life anymore.”

Ishita turned toward him. “Stop deciding what my life can hold,” she said quietly, and the softness of it surprised her. “Come with me. We’ll talk. Then we’ll decide.”

Ritesh stared at her, then nodded reluctantly. He looked down at his hands and rubbed his palms together as if trying to scrub away the panic.

Samar pulled away from the bridge, and the city accepted them back into its sleeping body. The road was empty, the lanes wide, the streetlights spaced like slow heartbeats.

For a while, none of them spoke. Ishita listened to the engine hum, to the soft rustle of Ritesh’s breathing behind her. She felt the weight of the night pressing down, and the strange sensation of being tied to a stranger now by that one sentence at the checkpoint.

This is my cab.

A few streets later, Samar’s phone lit up again. Kavya. He didn’t answer. The screen went dark. Then it lit again with a message preview.

Where are you? Call me.

Ishita watched Samar’s jaw tighten slightly, then relax. He drove as if the phone didn’t exist, as if the road was the only reality.

Ritesh shifted restlessly. “I’m sorry,” he said again, voice small.

Ishita closed her eyes briefly. She wanted to tell him not to apologize, but she also wanted him to understand the cost of what he had done. She wanted him to carry responsibility without drowning in shame. The balance felt impossible.

“We’ll fix the practical things,” she said, choosing steadiness. “And then we’ll fix the part where you felt alone enough to do it.”

Ritesh gave a weak, bitter laugh. “How do you fix that part?”

Ishita looked out the window, watching the city slide by. “By telling the truth earlier,” she said. “By letting people help before you reach the bridge.”

Ritesh’s voice cracked. “You say that,” he muttered, “but you never do it.”

The words landed like a slap, not because they were cruel, but because they were accurate. Ishita’s throat tightened. She didn’t answer.

Samar’s eyes flicked to the mirror, quick and unreadable. Then he returned his gaze to the road.

After a few minutes, Ishita spoke again, quieter. “You’re right,” she said.

Ritesh went still. “What?”

“You’re right,” Ishita repeated. “I don’t do it. I don’t ask for help. I don’t show fear. And you learned from me that hiding is strength.”

Ritesh’s breath caught. “I didn’t mean...”

“I know,” Ishita said. “But it’s still true.”

She felt the words settle in the space between them, heavy and honest. She didn’t like honesty that involved her own flaws. She still said it anyway.

They reached her building. Samar pulled up near the gate and parked. The watchman was asleep in a plastic chair, head tilted back, mouth open. Ishita stared at the sleeping face and felt a strange bitterness. How easily the world slept while her life moved through midnight.

“I’ll pay you,” she said, reaching into her bag.

Samar’s hand lifted slightly, stopping her without force. “Later,” he said.

Ishita froze. “Why?”

Samar’s gaze met hers in the mirror. “Because you’re going upstairs to deal with something bigger than money,” he replied. “And I don’t want you to stand there counting notes with shaking hands.”

The directness of it made Ishita’s cheeks warm. She hated that her body still reacted to gentleness like it was rare.

“I can handle paying,” she said, more sharply than she intended.

Samar didn’t flinch. He only said, “I didn’t say you can’t. I said later.”

Ritesh shifted, awkward, sensing the current between them even if he didn’t understand it. Ishita glanced at her brother, then back at Samar.

“All right,” she said, forced calm. “Later.”

Ritesh stepped out first. Ishita followed. The cold air hit her face again, and she realized how warm the taxi had become, how safe, in a quiet way she didn’t trust. She turned back toward Samar’s window.

“Thank you,” she said again, because she didn’t have better words.

Samar nodded once. “Get him inside.”

Ishita hesitated. Her fingers hovered near the edge of the window frame. “What’s your name?” she asked, and her voice came out softer than she expected.

There was a brief pause. Then Samar answered, like giving it was a choice he made deliberately. “Samar.”

Ishita repeated it under her breath, as if tasting the sound. “Ishita,” she said.

Samar’s eyes held hers for a fraction longer than before. Not flirtation. Not comfort. Something steadier, as if he was taking responsibility for remembering.

“I’ll wait,” he said.

“For what?”

Samar’s gaze slid past her, toward the building entrance where Ritesh stood, restless and ashamed. “For you to come back down,” he replied. “You still have to pay. And you still have to breathe.”

Ishita’s throat tightened unexpectedly. She nodded once, then turned and walked inside with her brother.

Upstairs, the apartment was dark and quiet. Ishita slipped her keys in the lock as gently as she could, as if silence could protect her from consequences. She ushered Ritesh inside, and he moved like someone entering a courtroom, bracing for judgment.

In the living room, the dim outline of furniture looked unfamiliar in the darkness, as if her home belonged to a different version of her when she was asleep.

“Sit,” Ishita said quietly, pointing to the sofa.

Ritesh sat on the edge, elbows on his knees, hands clasped. Ishita turned on a small lamp, the soft yellow light filling the room. The warmth of it made her eyes sting. It felt too gentle for what they were about to discuss.

She went to the kitchen, poured water into a glass, and brought it to him. He took it with shaking hands and drank as if he had forgotten what water could do.

Ishita sat opposite him, forcing herself not to hover. Hovering made people feel like they were being watched for failure.

“Give me your phone,” she said.

Ritesh stiffened. “Why?”

“Because we’re going to check what permissions you gave,” Ishita replied. “And we’re going to stop anything we can stop.”

Ritesh hesitated, then handed it over. Ishita’s fingers moved quickly, trained by necessity and late-night crisis habits. She scrolled through app permissions, through message logs, through contact access. Her stomach tightened as she saw how much the app could see, how much it had been allowed to touch.

She kept her face neutral, because if she showed fear, Ritesh would break again.

“Okay,” she said finally. “First, we revoke permissions. Then we block numbers. Then we make a plan in the morning. Not tonight. Tonight you sleep.”

Ritesh stared at her. “I can’t sleep.”

“You can,” Ishita said firmly. “Because I’m telling you to. Because you’re exhausted and scared and you think staying awake will keep you in control. It won’t.”

Ritesh’s eyes filled again. “What if they message you?” he whispered. “What if they send something to your contacts?”

Ishita felt her chest tighten, but she kept her voice calm. “Then they do,” she said. “And we handle that. We don’t give them more power by imagining every possible humiliation.”

Ritesh’s breath shuddered. “Akka, I’m sorry.”

Ishita stared at him for a long moment. Then she said, slowly, “I’m angry.”

Ritesh flinched.

“I’m angry because you were alone on a bridge,” Ishita continued. “I’m angry because you didn’t tell me you lost your job. I’m angry because you clicked yes without reading. But I’m also angry at myself.”

Ritesh’s brows knit. “Why?”

“Because you learned this from me,” she said, and her voice softened despite her effort. “You learned to hide. You learned to carry it until it became unbearable. You learned to be brave in silence.”

Ritesh’s throat bobbed. “You had to be,” he whispered.

Ishita shook her head. “I chose to be,” she corrected. “And I acted like the choice was the only option. That’s on me.”

Ritesh stared at her as if he had never heard her take responsibility for anything that wasn’t hers. Tears slipped down his cheeks quietly now, without the frantic panic from the bridge.

“I didn’t want to ruin you,” he said.

Ishita swallowed hard. “You can’t ruin me,” she replied. “But you can exhaust me. You can make me feel like the floor will collapse if I stop holding it.”

Ritesh nodded, shame heavy on his face. “I didn’t want to be this person,” he whispered.

Ishita leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “Then don’t be,” she said. “But not through guilt. Through change.”

Ritesh’s eyes lifted. “How?”

“Tomorrow, we do the practical steps,” Ishita said. “We check the loan terms. We see what is legal and what isn’t. We speak to the right people. We do not pay random amounts to random numbers at midnight. And you tell me everything, not the cleaned-up version. The full version.”

Ritesh nodded slowly. “Okay.”

“And,” Ishita added, voice firmer, “you don’t go to that bridge again. Not for panic. Not for drama. Not for punishment. You call me. You call me and you tell me the truth, even if you’re ashamed.”

Ritesh swallowed. “I will.”

Ishita watched his face, watched the way he said it like a promise and like a plea. She didn’t trust promises made in panic. Still, she needed one right now, something solid to hold until morning.

“I want you to promise me something else,” she said.

Ritesh’s eyes widened slightly. “What?”

“That you’ll stop using fear as a way to reach me,” Ishita said softly. “If you need me, you need me. But you don’t threaten yourself to get my attention. Do you understand?”

Ritesh’s face crumpled. “I didn’t mean...”

“I know,” Ishita said, and her voice shook now despite her control. “But it did it anyway.”

Ritesh nodded vigorously, tears falling faster. “I promise,” he whispered. “I promise, akka.”

Ishita closed her eyes briefly. Relief washed through her, thin and fragile. She knew morning would bring practical mess. She knew there would be phone calls, maybe more threats, maybe damage already done. But the immediate danger, the bridge danger, had passed.

She stood. “Go wash your face,” she said. “Then you sleep in my room. I’ll take the sofa.”

Ritesh jerked his head up. “No, you sleep in your room.”

“I’m not arguing,” Ishita replied, and her tone had the quiet authority of someone who lived in the habit of deciding. “Go.”

Ritesh hesitated, then obeyed. When he disappeared down the hallway, Ishita sank onto the sofa, suddenly empty. The adrenaline drained out of her body like water from a cracked vessel.

Her phone buzzed again.

Vikram.

Ishita stared at the screen until it went dark. She didn’t want to open that door tonight. She didn’t want another set of questions. Another person who framed concern as entitlement.

She stood and walked to the balcony. The city below was quiet. The streetlights made pale circles on the road. And there, at the curb, the taxi still waited, engine off now, dark and patient like a steady thought.

Samar.

Ishita’s chest tightened. She hadn’t asked him to wait this long. He had chosen to. The weight of that choice landed on her shoulders, unfamiliar. She wasn’t used to anyone choosing her without being asked.

She slipped on her sandals and went downstairs.

Outside, the air was colder. Ishita walked toward the taxi and tapped lightly on the window. Samar lowered it halfway.

His eyes met hers. “He’s inside?”

“Yes,” Ishita said. “He’s safe.”

Samar nodded, and something in his face eased, as if he had been carrying her fear even without knowing the full story. “Good.”

Ishita reached into her wallet and pulled out cash, then hesitated. “How much?”

Samar glanced at the meter. “Whatever it shows.”

Ishita looked at the numbers, then handed him more than the amount. Samar’s gaze sharpened. “That’s extra.”

“I know,” Ishita replied.

Samar didn’t take it immediately. “You don’t have to.”

“I want to,” Ishita said, and the words were more complicated than money. She wanted to pay him for steadiness. She wanted to pay him for waiting. She wanted to pay him for not turning her into a spectacle.

Samar took the cash at last and tucked it away. “All right,” he said quietly. “Thank you.”

Ishita stood there, not leaving. The night wrapped around them, silent and heavy, as if the city itself was listening.

“You were going to drop me somewhere else,” Ishita said, voice low. “Before I told the truth.”

Samar’s eyes stayed on hers. “Yes.”

“And you still took me to the bridge,” she said. “Even after the checkpoint.”

Samar’s jaw tightened slightly. “Yes.”

Ishita swallowed. “Why?”

Samar stared at her for a long moment, then looked away toward the road, as if the answer was something he didn’t like saying out loud. “Because you asked,” he said finally.

Ishita shook her head. “I didn’t ask,” she corrected. “I confessed.”

Samar’s gaze came back to her. “Confession is a kind of asking,” he said. “It means you trust someone enough to stop pretending.”

Ishita felt her throat tighten again, sharp and sudden. She hated how close the words came to the parts of her she kept locked. She hated that he said them as if he wasn’t afraid of that closeness.

“I don’t trust easily,” she said.

“I noticed,” Samar replied, and there was no mockery in it, only quiet acknowledgment.

Ishita’s breath caught. She looked down at her hands, at the faint tremor that had returned now that the crisis was contained. “I said yes at the checkpoint,” she murmured. “I don’t know why I did that.”

Samar’s voice softened. “You know,” he said. “You just don’t want to admit it.”

Ishita lifted her gaze to his. “Tell me.”

Samar hesitated. Then he said, “Because leaving would have made you feel like you abandoned him. And because staying made you feel like you had one ally.”

The word ally made something inside Ishita shift. It wasn’t romance. Not yet. It was something older and steadier, the relief of not being alone in the moment the world demanded performance.

Ishita swallowed. “You don’t even know me.”

Samar’s eyes held hers. “I know your voice didn’t shake,” he said. “I know you went to a bridge at 2 a.m. for someone you love. I know you didn’t ask me to fix anything, only to get you there. That tells me enough.”

Ishita’s phone buzzed again. This time, it wasn’t Vikram.

It was an unknown number.

Her stomach dropped. She stared at the screen, pulse quickening.

Samar noticed immediately. “Who is it?”

“I don’t know,” Ishita whispered.

The phone buzzed again, same number, persistent.

Ishita’s fingers tightened around the device. Fear flared. Not a dramatic fear. A practical fear. The kind that imagined her brother’s panic spilling into her life in ways she couldn’t contain.

Samar’s gaze sharpened. “Don’t answer,” he said.

Ishita looked at him. “What if it’s about Ritesh?”

Samar’s voice stayed steady. “If it’s about him, it will still be about him in the morning,” he said. “Right now, it will be about getting you to react.”

Ishita’s throat tightened. She stared at the vibrating phone, then pressed silence. The screen went dark.

Her chest rose and fell too fast.

Samar watched her, then spoke softly. “Go upstairs,” he said. “Lock your door. Put
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