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Chapter 1: The Silent Night
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As the night deepens, the world seems to fold into itself. In the bedroom of Ayan’s two-story house, a strange silence prevails—a silence that, at times, feels more agonizing than the loudest sobs. The heavy curtain on the window is drawn slightly aside, allowing the silvery moonlight to spill across the floor, where the furniture casts surreal, ghost-like shadows. In this still, quiet night, everything in the room seems to be speaking—in a language beyond human comprehension.

On the wall hangs an old analog clock, its second hand marking time with a relentless tick-tock. Each tick feels like a needle piercing Ayan’s chest. In the oppressive stillness, the sound of the clock has become the most formidable presence in the room. Ayan lies staring at the ceiling, his eyelids unblinking. He listens to the footsteps of every passing second; feeling as if time is slipping through his fingers like sand. Is the equation of their relationship shifting just like this? The mechanical rhythm of the clock reminds Ayan: the night is growing longer, and so is the distance between them.

Outside, the wind may be blowing, and the leaves might be whispering to one another, but the air inside this room is frozen solid. The shadow of the window grille falls onto the floor in the moonlight, looking much like the bars of a prison to Ayan. Is he truly trapped in an invisible prison? He is here; Ishita is here, yet between them stands an insurmountable wall. This wall is not made of brick or stone; it is a wall of emotions, a wall of misunderstandings.

The clock strikes twelve. Ayan counts every second. He wonders, why did it come to this? Why, despite lying in the same bed, does it feel as though they inhabit two different planets? As the moonlight pierces through the grille, it falls upon the bed like shafts of arrows, illuminating the mere few inches of space between them—a gap that remains hidden in the light of day.

Can Ayan hear Ishita’s breathing? No, Ishita lies as though she is wrapped in a deep slumber. But Ayan knows it is merely a performance. Her back is turned toward him, her muscles tense, as if bracing for an impending catastrophe. Ayan grips the corner of the bed sheet tightly; his fingers seem to be trying to stifle a silent cry within his own body.

The entire room has become a mysterious playground of moonlight and shadow. Ayan wonders, if he were to sit up now, would Ishita stir? No, she would not. She is as still as stone. On this silent night, when the rest of the world finds warmth in each other’s embrace, Ayan is hugging an icy, bone-chilling cold. The clock ticks again. To Ayan, it sounds like a hammer striking the ruins of their relationship. Each second is stealing away the bright days when they used to speak by simply looking into each other’s eyes.

Ayan looks toward the window. The shadow of the grille is lengthening in the moonlight. He realizes that the deeper the night grows, the more profound this silence will become. Will he ever be able to cross this night to reach a new dawn? Or is this silence their final destination? Ayan tears his gaze away from the ceiling and looks at the clock. Time has not stopped, yet every moment of their relationship feels frozen in place.

Each tick sounds like a question. Why does Ishita not speak? Why does she not turn toward him? Ayan knows the answer—it lays buried deep within this silence. It lies hidden behind the rigid posture of Ishita’s frame. Ayan closes his eyes again, but the sound of the clock continues to echo within his mind—tick, tick, tick... as if an executioner is drawing near to shatter their carefully built home.

Is this silence just a part of the night? Or is it the eternal winter of their lives, a winter that waits for no spring? Ayan shifts in bed, but the distance between him and Ishita does not narrow by even an inch. That small void feels like a black hole in space, consuming all light, all warmth, and all love. Ayan realizes that this moonlight, this clock, and this stillness—they are all, in truth, silent witnesses to their drifting apart.

The tick-tock of the clock feels like hammer blows against Ayan’s nerves. He stares at the ceiling, where a dense shroud of darkness is spread like a heavy blanket. Ayan’s pupils are fixed, but within him rages an endless war—a war of thoughts, of emotions, and of existence. When a person is alone, their suppressed selves begin to wake, one by one, just as they are doing now within Ayan. A storm seems to be raging in his mind, refusing to let him find any stillness.

Ayan asks himself, "Am I doing something wrong?" It is a question he has been asking himself every day for the past few months. Each night arrives with a new restlessness, and every dawn brings the repetition of the same agony. He slips his hand under the pillow, trying to suppress his inner turmoil. He remembers those golden days with Ishita. Was she like this back then? No. Back then, there was infinite wonder and a glow of love in her eyes. So, why this change today? Ayan’s anxiety spikes when he realizes he cannot find a clear reason for this transformation. Is he merely a companion to her, or is he someone who is encroaching upon her mental freedom?

His mental unrest is now taking a physical toll. He runs his hand over the bedsheet; the spot feels unnaturally cold. Ishita is lying right beside him, yet it feels as if she is miles away. The root of Ayan’s restlessness is Ishita’s silence. If they had fought and shouted, if Ishita had looked at him with annoyance or anger, Ayan might have found some peace. But this stony silence, this mechanical indifference, is destroying him bit by bit.

Ayan’s restless mind digs through moments of the past. Did he ever hurt Ishita? Did some word of his get etched into her memory? He re-evaluates every incident. He had only wanted to be one with her, to merge their bodies and souls into a single point. But why does that desire of his feel like blackmail to Ishita? Ayan lifts his head from the pillow and gazes steadily at her. In the darkened room, Ishita’s silhouette is vague, only a strand of her hair visible in the moonlight. Ayan wonders, can he see into her mind? No, the door to Ishita’s mind is bolted shut. The key to that lock is no longer in his hands.

Ayan’s unrest has now turned into unbearable pain. He feels he is spinning within a strange circle. He loved Ishita, chose her as his life’s best companion, and now that very companionship has become an invisible shackle. His restless mind whispers, "Will it all end this way?" Desperate to escape this turmoil, he tries to reach out to her, but his hand halts midway. Fear is his only companion now. He is afraid: if he touches her, will Ishita push him away again with that stony silence? This uncertainty burns him.

He wants to rise from the bed, but he cannot. Every muscle in his body is collapsing from fatigue. He feels as though he is standing on the edge of a deep abyss. Each reason for his restlessness gathers in his chest like stones. Ayan cannot understand—is he unable to fathom Ishita, or has she deliberately exiled him from her world? This unknown is what haunts him the most. Every second, every moment stretches on interminably. Ayan only wants to sleep, but this agitation refuses to let him sink into that calm sea of slumber. Every breath he takes carries the weight of a heavy sigh, one he does not allow to reach Ishita’s ears.

Ayan’s restlessness has reached a point where he has begun to question his own existence. Is he a failure as a husband? Is he someone completely incapable of understanding the language of his partner’s heart? In the moonlight, the shadows of the window grilles snake across the room, much like the tangled webs of his own anxious thoughts. He knows this night will never end until he finds a resolution to his turmoil. But where is that resolution? In search of an answer, he looks at Ishita again, but her still body offers no assurance. This restlessness is not Ayan’s alone; it is infused in every corner of the room, in every breath of air. Ayan prays internally, "Give me peace, at least for tonight." But there is no peace—only a vast emptiness and a restlessness burning like a wildfire within it.
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WRAPPED IN A CLOAK of darkness, Ishita lies at the edge of the bed. Her body is eerily still, like a stone statue. Ayan knows she is not asleep. This is a performance—a flawless, calculated performance. The rhythm of Ishita’s breathing betrays her wakefulness. In sleep, a person’s breath is deep and rhythmic, but Ishita’s breathe stutters, as if she fears that a single deep inhalation might reveal her secret to Ayan. She takes every breath with measured caution, as if desperate to keep her existence detached from the warmth of Ayan’s body.

This performance of hers leaves Ayan wounded to the core. Why is she feigning sleep? Why can she not bear his presence? A lock of hair spilling from under Ishita’s head lies within Ayan’s reach, but he knows if he were to touch it, she would recoil as if stung. This distance, this artificial chill—these are Ishita’s defensive walls. Ishita has cocooned herself within an impenetrable fortress, where Ayan has no entry.

The rhythm of Ishita’s breath is now more unnatural than before. Ayan can feel that whenever Ishita realizes he is watching her, she alters her pace. This masquerade, this deceit—perhaps Ishita thinks she is fooling Ayan. But Ayan knows Ishita is only fooling herself. Can she not soothe the turmoil within her own mind? In the sound of every breath she takes, Ayan hears a deep, stifled cry. Ishita seems to be in a trance, refusing to acknowledge the real Ayan. She has bypassed him, wandering into a world of her own—a world Ayan is a stranger to.

What does Ayan see while staring at Ishita’s back? Does he see the slight tremor in her shoulders? No, Ishita has maintained complete control. She knows the slightest movement will encourage Ayan. Thus, she remains still, unwavering. Her stillness is a prohibition for Ayan, as if saying, "Do not come near me, Ayan. There is no warmth left for you in my breath." Her pretense forces Ayan to realize that poison has seeped into the depths of their relationship. Ishita is no longer his wife; she is a stranger lying beside him, burying all her emotions under the cover of night.

The strange rhythm of Ishita’s breathing only fuels Ayan’s restlessness. He counts her every breath. It feels as if each breath is creating a chasm of years between them. Does she truly wish to sleep? Or is she waiting for Ayan to drift off so she can shed her tears in peace? Ayan knows of her secret weeping. He knows Ishita is ashamed to cry in front of him, but she sobs uncontrollably in his absence. This charade is agonizing for Ayan. He wants to ask, "Why are you pretending to be awake?" But he doesn’t. Because Ayan knows, if Ishita were to answer, he would not be able to bear the truth.

Every posture of Ishita’s body is a document of their drifting apart. The way she has tucked her hands under her chest shows she is trying to protect herself. But from whom? From Ayan’s hands? From love it? Her silence is a quiet protest against him. It says, "I don’t want you anymore; I am happier with my solitude now." Her pretense reminds Ayan that he is a king reigning over a palace that holds no life.

Ayan watches Ishita and Ishita continue her charade of sleep. The gap of this performance between them is now larger than the bed itself. The sound of Ishita’s every breath reminds Ayan how close they are, yet how far apart. The night seems to drag on for an eternity. Her pretense feels endless. Ayan wonders, does Ishita know he understands every scene of her act? Perhaps she does; perhaps she wants to lead him through this torture intentionally. This rhythm of her breath disrupts his own heartbeat. Will he ever see her return to normal? Or will Ishita hide behind this performance forever? Ayan sighs, but Ishita does not stir. Her breathing continues, artificially and steady. In the dark of night, this false sleep has become a cruel mockery of the relationship between Ayan and Ishita.

The bed is vast, yet the few inches of space between Ayan and Ishita feels like a desert. This gap is not just a void between mattress and cloth; it is an insurmountable border. On one side stands Ayan; on the other, Ishita. It is like a barbed-wire fence between two hostile nations—a boundary one can see, but never cross. Ayan lies on his back, his hands stiffly at his sides, as if trying to hold himself together. Ishita lies turned away, her entire body like a curled spring—refusing to open toward Ayan in any way.

This few-inch space is no longer just empty air; it is a mysterious void where countless unspoken words, the pride, and the stifled tears of the last few months have gathered. Ayan feels that crossing this distance is a battle harder than any other in his life. If he reaches out his hand ever so slightly to the right, he could touch Ishita’s back. That back, which once used to yearn for his embrace. Today, that same back feels like a wall of stone, repeatedly telling him, "Stay away." Ayan tries to imagine: is there only air in these few inches? Or is it a reservoir of centuries of accumulated hurt?

Every moment, Ayan contemplates: should he violate this boundary? His heart longs to place a hand on her shoulder, but his conscience holds him back. This distance of a few inches has become a strange psychological test. If Ishita is awake—and Ayan knows she is—does she considers this gap her fortress of safety? Ayan listens to the sound of Ishita’s breath, which drifts across this narrow space to his ears. It feels as if even this bit of air is creating a rift between them. Can Ayan smell her? That familiar scent, which once used to intoxicate him, now seems to have drifted far away—like the smell of an old book that has been read but can no longer be held.

This boundary on the bed is not merely physical; it is a reflection of Ishita’s mind. Ishita has made these few inches her own world. She is unwilling to let Ayan cross it. When Ayan looks at this void, he feels as if darkness is spilling through it. It is a vast abyss that is swallowing all his memories, all his dreams, and all his desires. He thinks, when people love, they want to dissolve into each other’s hearts. Why, then, are they lying here on this mattress like two separate islands?

Ayan shifts his right hand slightly. He only wants to feel it: what is the temperature in the space between them? Are the warmth of his body and the coldness of Ishita’s fading away within these few inches? Yes, Ayan can feel it—he is far, far away from her, despite their proximity. This few-inch border reminds him how solitary he has become, despite being her life partner. Ayan rubs his fingers against the bedsheet. The fabric is smooth, yet there is no emotion in the touch. The sheet acts like a silent spectator—watching two people who share a roof, who know each other’s names, yet can no longer reach one another.

Can Ayan erase this boundary? Can he gently rest his hand on Ishita’s back and break the rigidity of her shoulders? No, Ayan knows that if he crosses this limit, Ishita might drift even further away. This gap is no longer just empty space; it has become Ishita’s shield. Ishita feels safe within these few inches, while Ayan feels like a forsaken wanderer on the other side. Ayan stares motionlessly into the darkness. This emptiness of a few inches seems to be consuming his very existence. He realizes that a massive eclipse has fallen upon the sky of their marriage, and this border is the ultimate manifestation of that eclipse. He keeps wondering—will this distance dissipate after the sun rises tomorrow? Or will they live on, day after day, with this invisible wall between them? Ayan sighs and closes his eyes, but that tiny void remains as a colossal wall inside his mind.

Ayan’s right hand lies still on the bedsheet. His fingertips gravitate toward the few inches of void facing Ishita’s back, as if an invisible magnetic pull is compelling him to reach out. His heartbeat now feels like the waves of a turbulent sea—each throb, a silent call. He tries to relax his muscles so that his hand does not tremble. He only wants to touch her once, only wants to understand—does the warmth of her body still linger, or has it turned to ice there, too? Ayan moves his hand toward Ishita’s shoulder. His fingers tremble slightly at the touch of the air. This moment is a harrowing battle for Ayan. Will he win over love, or will he be defeated once again by the invisible wall Ishita has built?

When Ayan’s fingers are just a centimeter away from Ishita’s shoulder, he feels as if he can hear all the sounds of the universe. The sound of his own breathing, the relentless tick-tock of the clock, and the absolute stillness of Ishita’s body—everything seems to scream at him in unison, "Stop, Ayan. Do not cross the line." Ayan freezes his fingers. He can feel the softness of Ishita’s cotton garment at his fingertips, but the physical contact is yet to come. At that very moment, Ayan asks himself: does he truly want to touch Ishita? Or is he merely seeking the warmth of her body to banish his own loneliness? The question stuns him for a moment. Is his love so cheap that it depends solely on a touch?

His hand remains suspended there, floating in the void. The tension in Ishita’s shoulder seems to repel his hand repeatedly. It feels as if every cell in Ishita’s body is telling him, "If you touch me, you will insult my solitude." Ayan realizes that if he places his hand there now, it will not be a caress, but a form of aggression. To break the defensive wall Ishita has built would be a unilateral attack on his part. Ayan curls his fingers. He pulls his hand back toward his own body. As he withdraws, Ayan feels as though he has accepted a monumental defeat. This is not a defeat of war, but a defeat of the heart.

Ayan brings his hand to his chest. His fingers rest upon his own heart—where an unbearable weight of agony has gathered. He does not touch Ishita. The hand that once walked holding Ishita’s hand has returned to his own body, much like a culprit. Tears well up in Ayan’s eyes, but he holds them back. He sees how every line on his palm tells a story of a sigh. He realizes that physical proximity is only joyful when there is no wall between two hearts. Today, there is a wall between them—invisible, yet impenetrable. To reach out across that wall means sacrificing his self-respect to Ishita’s indifference.

Ayan lies still. His hand is now clutched tightly against his chest. He looks at Ishita no more. He understands that respecting her silence is more important than the touch itself. Although this respect is a grave injustice to his own body, he restrains himself. Looking at Ishita’s back, he says in his heart, "I love you, Ishita. But I have deep respect for this distance of yours. I do not want to conquer you by force." Does Ishita understand this restraint of his? Could she feel the touch of Ayan’s trembling hand from behind? No, Ishita does not know. She only knows she is safe, far from Ayan’s touch.

Ayan closes his eyes. The darkness deepens. His hand rests on his chest, like a calm river that has lost its way. This night, this silence, and the act of pulling back—all seem to be melancholy chapters of Ayan’s life. He realizes he will not reach out again tonight. Instead, he will learn how to accept Ishita’s existence even without her touch. Ayan slips his hand under the pillow, much like a defeated warrior. He has lost this battle, but perhaps this defeat will lead him toward a new realization in the future. The night grows deeper, and the sighs stored within Ayan’s chest slowly transform into a tranquil sorrow. He will not reach out again—not tonight, and perhaps, not for a long time. He will only wait for the moment when Ishita herself reaches out toward him to hold his hand. But does that wait have an end? Ayan does not know. He simply fades into himself, with only the darkness as his witness.

The very moment Ayan withdrew his hand, a subtle shift occurred in Ishita’s posture. It confirmed to Ayan, once again, that she was wide awake. The ominous possibility of his touch had put every nerve in her body on high alert. As Ayan pulled his hand away, the muscles in Ishita’s back suddenly stiffened like stone. It was as if she had summoned every ounce of her strength to shield herself from an invisible blow. She clutched the bedsheet in her fist so tightly that it seemed to be her only refuge.

This rigidity in Ishita’s body was more than a physical reaction; it was the manifestation of a deep-seated fear hidden in the depths of her mind. Ishita, even with her eyes closed in the dark, could sense those few seconds of Ayan’s restlessness, the tremor in his fingertips. The intensity of that sensation rang an alarm bell in her mind. Is he coming closer? Is he trying to break through her walls? A storm began to brew inside Ishita. She curled inward, as if wishing to vanish from the very expanse of the bed. Her breathing was no longer natural; it had transformed into a state of alert. With every breath, her ribcage seemed to tighten further.

Ishita is now fully aware. Her brain processes every fragment of information. Is Ayan still watching? Will he reach out again? To Ishita, every movement of Ayan’s is a signal of impending danger. She feels a cold current running down her spine. This physical hardness—a painful wall to Ayan—is, in fact, Ishita’s self-defense. She does not hate Ayan, but the intensity of his physical desire makes her deeply uncomfortable. Whenever Ayan tries to come closer, Ishita feels as though her personal boundaries are being violated. Hence, this hardness, this stiffening of her frame.

Ishita draws her knees up toward her stomach—a fetal position that one instinctively adopts when feeling insecure. On this night, in this bed, Ishita feels profoundly insecure. She wants to detach herself from Ayan’s very presence, yet he lies right beside her, separated only by a single sheet. A strange conflict rages within her regarding Ayan. He was once her favorite person, the one on whose chest she could lay her head and forgets all the fears of the world. Today, that very Ayan has become the source of her fear. Whenever he attempts to touch her, Ishita feels as though she is being shackled by invisible chains.

Ishita’s body remaining rigid is a declaration: "You are not worthy of touching me until I grant you entry within." She keeps her eyes squeezed shut. She does not want Ayan to see her pupils. If Ayan were to see the sheer agony and exhaustion gathered in her eyes, he might have made this night even more hellish. Ishita remains still, her body like a piece of stiff timber. She lacks the courage to move, for if the slightest movement gives Ayan the wrong impression, correcting that mistake would be impossible for her.

The night only amplifies her rigidity. In the moonlight, the contours of Ishita’s stiffened back are clearly defined—each fold like a silent accusation. Ishita realizes she is turning into stone, bit by bit. But stone cannot be yielding. Is this rigidity becoming the permanent form of their relationship? Ishita herself does not know. She only knows that, for the moment, this hardness is the only thing protecting her from Ayan’s possessiveness. She had wanted to love him, but Ayan’s intensity seems to be burning her to ash. Ishita remains motionless, like an ancient statue. While a desperate cry echoes within her mind, her external shell is as hard as iron. She is not fighting Ayan; she is fighting her own existence—against the very desire of his that is slowly shrinking her body and soul every day. This cold, detached rigidity of hers is a massive, silent protest—one that Ayan can feel in the darkness of the night, but one he cannot break.

The sigh that suddenly escaped Ayan’s lips was an expression of intense agony. The weight of the suffocating silence and restraint he had been carrying finally collapsed in an instant. The sound of that breath pierced through the stillness of the room, rolling across the air. It was not merely air leaving his lungs; it was a collective cry of Ayan’s long-suppressed dissatisfaction, humiliation, and helplessness. The moonlight filling the room seemed to tremble slightly at the vibration of that sigh. Ayan felt as if that sigh had drained the very vitality from his body, as if by expelling all the oxygen within him, he was announcing his defeat before the stony wall that was Ishita.

Ishita must have heard it. Ayan understands that his sigh might have reached Ishita’s ears like a warning. But Ayan no longer wishes to hide it. He turns slightly from his supine position. His head feels heavy on the pillow, as if his brain is fatigued by the weight of every thought. This sigh is like a cold breeze rising from a deep wound in Ayan’s body. He wonders: why did his life become like this? Why do people have to be so physically close, yet live with a distance of a thousand miles between their hearts? Ayan’s sigh continues to echo in the corners of the room, as if the four walls themselves have become witnesses to his sorrow.

Looking at Ishita’s rigid back, Ayan feels he has fallen into a strange puzzle. This sigh was not a complaint against Ishita, but a deep lamentation for his own destiny. Is he wrong to hope for something from her? Is he digging his own grave by placing Ishita at the center of his life? Ayan’s sigh is no longer just in the air; it has become a part of his own existence. He can feel that every particle of this sigh reminds him that he is alone. Surrounded by people, with his wife beside him, yet Ayan stands solitary on a deserted island.

Each sigh seems to turn a part of his heart into dust. He feels that if he keeps breathing like this, he might one day turn into nothingness. Ishita still does not move. Her stony rigidity remains unbroken. Could Ayan’s sigh touch her? Or did Ishita completely disregard the sound of his weeping in the inner chambers of her mind? Ayan realizes that Ishita’s silence is no longer just silence; it has become a weapon that pierces him repeatedly. Ayan tries to stifle the sigh, but it is beyond his control. He feels a single tear roll down the corner of his eye onto the pillow. Is this a sign of weeping? Or is it the last vestige of his self-respect?

The sigh, echoing through the room, hangs from the ceiling like an ominous shadow. Ayan moves no more. He lies on the bed as still as a rock. He feels that if Ishita heard this sigh, perhaps she would turn back just once. Perhaps she would ask, "Why are you crying?" But Ishita does not look back. She remains adamant in her rigidity. Ayan’s sigh is like the wail of a derelict ship fading into the darkness of the sea. He realizes that while sighing might alleviate sorrow, this sigh only weighs him down further. He seems to have expelled all the failures of his life through this one breath. The night is growing deeper, and Ayan’s sighs seem to be racing with time, making the silence of the room even more oppressive. He understands that this echo is merely a reflection of the sighs trapped within his own mind—which he had kept stifled all day, only to be released in the darkness of the night, taking over the entire room. Ayan closes his eyes again, but with every breath, the sighs within his soul seem to leave him more desolate.

When Ayan’s sigh shattered the silence of the room, the stony rigidity of Ishita’s body wavered for a split second. She had been keeping her eyes closed, but her eyelids seemed to feel the vibrations of Ayan’s pained utterance. At that very moment, a single, unspoken tear escaped from the corner of her right eye and fell onto the pillow. It was not a torrential stream of grief, but the harvest of a long-accumulated, silent agony. The tear traced a slow, cautious path down her cheek before dissolving into the cotton of the pillow, as if it dared not leave a trace.

Ishita herself does not know why this tear fell. She had erected all the walls of self-restraint. But Ayan’s sigh—which echoed in her ears like a melancholic melody—struck some hidden cage within her heart. She is not looking at Ayan, yet she can feel how he lies on the bed. Every fold of his body seems to carry a narrative of ultimate despair, a despair that is crushing Ishita’s own existence. She does not try to wipe the eye with her hand; she lets the tear roll down, as if she wishes to douse the volcano within her heart with this tiny drop of brine.

A small damp spot forms where the tear hit the pillow. In the sliver of moonlight, the spot looks like a dark, mysterious secret. Ishita feels a burning sensation behind her eyes, but she does not break her rigid posture. She continues to lie with her back turned to Ayan. She wonders: does Ayan know about this tear? Does he realize that his wife, whom he perceives as a stone, is crumbling from within? Ayan’s sigh and Ishita’s tear—is this tragic culmination of their relationship? She cannot fathom if she hates Ayan. She once loved him—so why is she pushing him away so relentlessly today?

A deep hollow cry is burgeoning within her chest. This tear is not just a drop of moisture; it is the collective sorrow of all her grievances, her fears, and the feeling of being a victim of silent blackmail. She wants to be angry at Ayan, but a strange, magnetic pull toward him still lingers in a corner of her heart. This very pull is what causes her the most pain. If Ayan were a truly wretched man, it would have been easier to abandon him. But he is Ayan—the man who once wanted to love and protect her. The conflict between this love and her own hard-won freedom is what forced this tear to fall.

Ishita now realizes that she is not just pushing Ayan away; she is exiling herself into this darkness of agony. Ayan’s sigh reminded her that he, too, is no longer happy. Has she succeeded in making him happy? No. This bed, this room—everything has become the graveyard of a failed love. Another tear tries to escape from her other eye, but she forces it back. She clenches her jaw, trying to control her surging emotions. She did not want it to be this way. She had wanted a beautiful life with Ayan. Then why this distance? Why this invisible wall?

Ishita keeps staring at the damp patch on the pillow, seeing nothing but the darkness. She feels that this single tear is the only truth of the night. Ayan’s sigh might be a falsehood, but Ishita’s tears are absolute. This drop is the witness to all the dissonance and pain in her heart. If Ayan knew, would he wipe it away? She thinks—no, he would not. Perhaps he would only see this tear as a witness to his own defeat. Ishita keeps her eyes shut. Another tear slips away, tracing her ear and vanishing into the roots of her hair. As the night deepens, the tears rising from the depths of her heart seem to push her even further from Ayan, even though she has never learned to exist without him. Paralyzed in this strange conflict, Ishita lies on the bed, her tears merging into the darkness, composing a mournful epic of their marriage.

The moonlight in the room has nearly faded. The shadows of the window grilles have elongated, stretching from the floor to the edge of the bed. Ayan lies supine, Ishita on her side. Yet, pulled by a strange psychological tether, Ayan turns his head slightly toward her. In this darkened room, their pupils remain fixed, holding the hollowness within them. Ayan’s eyes are open—the faint moonlight casts a strange luster on his irises, which is not a light of hope, but the reflection of a fathomless void. On the other hand, Ishita keeps her eyelids slightly parted. She is not looking directly at Ayan, but her pupils are fixed into the darkness, as if searching for his existence within that very gloom.

In this moment, the pupils of both reflect the unbroken scenery of this dark night. Ayan’s eyes mirror Ishita’s back, her unyielding rigidity, and the few inches of distance between them. His eyes are like a canvas where he paints his failures in colors. There is no anger in his pupils, no hatred; there is only a boundless wonder—“Have we truly reached this point?” The darkness of this night seems to be gnawing away at the last remnants of their relationship. Ishita’s eyes reflect Ayan’s silhouette—a vague, shadowy man, her husband, yet more of a stranger than a passing traveler.

The darkness of this night now dwells in the pupils of both. It is not just the darkness of the room; it is the darkness of their hearts. Every time Ishita tries to look at Ayan’s steady gaze, she feels afraid. She sees a deep yearning in his pupils, like a thirsty traveler craving a drop of love’s water. And when Ayan glances at Ishita—though ever so briefly—he sees her pupils as the dark mouth of a deep cavern, where he can never enter again. The darkness is so profound that Ayan realizes there is no place for him there.

They lie on parallel lines, yet their gazes never meet. Their pupils seem to have signed an unwritten pact to avoid each other. Is this dark night watching them? Or is the night itself ashamed to witness their silence? Ayan’s pupils tremble—once toward her shoulder, once toward the arrangement of her hair. Is he still watching every tiny shift in her? Yes, Ayan still loves her, and that love compels his pupils to dart toward her repeatedly. Yet, Ishita keeps her pupils fixed on an imaginary point in the darkness, as if she wishes to place Ayan outside her world.

Do these reflections in their eyes not reveal the truth of their relationship? Ayan looks for his own shadow in Ishita’s pupils. There is none. There is only darkness in Ishita’s eyes. Ayan’s pupils reflect that very rigidity of hers. It is like two mirrors standing face to face, yet in neither mirror is the reflection of the other clear. Their pupils are now filled with a thousand unspoken questions. Why this distance? Why this silence? Why this darkness? Ayan and Ishita have both become parts of this nocturnal gloom. Their pupils reflect all the sorrow, all the pity, and all the culmination of this night. No words, no sounds—only the vastness of the darkness playing in their eyes. Ayan realizes there is no longer any desire for the other; there is only the reflection of a deep, inevitable reality—where they are now inhabitants of two different poles, with only this dark night acting as their bridge.

The clock ticks past 3:00 AM, inching toward 4:00. Every cell in Ayan’s brain is as heated as a volcanic crater. The misery of the long silence, the sighs, and the tearful display—everything seems to have converged at a single point. A storm of questions rages within Ayan. He stares blankly at the ceiling, feeling as if every tick-tock is a hammer blow hitting his skull. A question echoes in the depths of his mind: “Are we people of two poles?”

This question has been haunting Ayan for the past few months. Can the poles ever come close? Can the ice of the North and the warmth of the South ever merge? It feels as if he and Ishita are standing at two opposite points on the globe. If he offers the warmth of fire, she pours the chill of ice. If he wants to speak in the language of music, she builds a wall of silence. Is this their marriage? Or is it merely a mechanical accident of two people living under one roof by fate?

Ayan remembers the early days of their marriage. It felt as if they were two bodies of one soul. But over time, a massive fissure emerged. Was that fissure born of Ayan’s excessive expectations? Or Ishita’s suppressed dissatisfaction? Ayan asks himself: “Have I ever truly known Ishita?” Has he ever understood the meaning of her silence? Ayan realizes they are people of two different languages. Ayan understands the language of love through touch and companionship. Ishita understands it within her personal boundaries, in the midst of her own solitude. Is the collision of these two opposite philosophies the birth of this silent night?

Ayan’s restless mind wonders—is it ever possible to break this wall? Or will they live on this way, as poles forever remain poles? He sees that Ishita does not move. Her stony rigidity shatters all the hope in his heart. Ayan wonders—is he the wrong man for Ishita? Is he stealing the peace of her life? These questions grind his self-respect into the dust. He feels that if he rose tomorrow morning and said, “Let’s separate,” would Ishita find peace? This question sits on his chest like the weight of a mountain.

Are they peopling of two poles? Ayan slips his hand back under the pillow. He realizes their relationship is now a strange tragedy. They can neither leave each other nor live in harmony. They are imprisoned in the same bed by a cruel, inevitable destiny. Two separate paths of their lives float before Ayan’s eyes. Ayan wants to be a turbulent river, while Ishita wants to be a tranquil lake. Can a river and a lake ever meet at an estuary? Ayan does not know. There is no compass for this storm in his mind.

The night is coming to an end. A faint blue glow of dawn appears outside the window. Ayan reflects on how many questions he asked himself throughout the night. But in place of answers, there stands only a vast, towering void. Ishita still does not move. Her body remains that same immovable pole. Ayan asks no more questions. He understands that some answers are never found. Some people must remain poles, as they are. Their union is only an illusion, a false dream. Ayan closes his eyes; at the end of this long, exhausting, and unanswered night, there is only a vast fatigue and the wail of defeat within his soul. He accepts it—perhaps they are indeed people of two poles, who will never meet at any destination.
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Chapter 2: Days Left Behind
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That day, the sky was heavy, a grey afternoon draped in clouds. The incessant rain of Shrabon seemed to wash the city, giving it a new, ethereal form. Ayan had just stepped into his professional life, wrestling with the restlessness of his future goals. But the event of that afternoon changed the colors of his world entirely. In the corner of an old library, as Ayan reached out to take a book from the shelf, his hand met Ishita’s at the exact same spot. Ayan stepped back and looked at her; their eyes met for the first time. This exchange of glances was no ordinary event; it was like the sudden resonance of a melody recognized from a past life.

Ishita’s eyes held softness akin to the rain itself. In the diffused light of the library, when Ayan looked at her face for the first time, he felt as if the noise of the entire world had fallen silent in an instant. The rhythmic drumming of the rain no longer reached his ears; he could only hear the language of her eyes. There was an infinite wonder in Ishita’s dark, kohl-lined eyes, as if she, too, had been waiting for someone. Ayan did not know then that this single exchange of glances was the beginning of the greatest transformation of their lives. That rainy afternoon remains undimmed in Ayan’s memory, like a photograph that never fades.

Ayan saw that Ishita was wearing a light blue cotton kamiz, which fluttered slightly in the damp breeze. When she lowered her head to reach for the books, the droplets of rain clinging to her hair caught Ayan’s attention. No words were exchanged in that first meeting; the connection of those few seconds said everything. There are moments in human life that are deeper than any epic. When Ayan walked out of the library, he was drenched in the rain, but he hardly noticed his wet clothes—his mind was captivated by a different kind of thrill.

There was an innocent curiosity in Ishita’s pupils then. Gazing into her eyes, Ayan felt a tranquility he had never known before. In the freezing reality of today, when Ayan lies in the darkness of the night and looks at Ishita’s back, he thinks of that rainy afternoon over and over. Why is there no longer that same glow in Ishita’s eyes for him? Why is that touch of the rain no longer felt in their marriage? That look in Ishita’s eyes was the greatest gift of Ayan’s life. The Ishita he saw that afternoon was a free bird, her wings painted with the colors of dreams.

As the rain splashed into the room through the window, Ayan felt as if nature itself had orchestrated the setting for them. The library’s silence and the music of the rain created a supernatural ambiance. Ayan had not dared to speak that day; he had simply stood there, watching every movement of hers. When Ishita took the book and walked away with slow, steady steps through the library door, Ayan stood frozen. Was he dreaming? That first meeting of their eyes was the start of an irresistible attraction. Standing before the distance and the invisible wall of today, Ayan feels a melancholic smile play on his lips as he recalls that rainy afternoon. Was that gazing merely an illusion? Or is that memory the only thing keeping Ayan alive today? The rainy afternoon still haunts him, but the essence of that rain is gone from Ishita’s heart—replaced now by the aridity of a desert. Ayan still thinks of that library whenever he hears the sound of rain, but he can no longer find the person who was lost on that rainy day. Their first gaze was the first light of their relationship, but was it a light that burned only to fade away slowly? Ayan still finds no answer; only a sigh arises from the depths of his heart at the sound of the rain.

After that first exchange in the library, Ayan spent several days in a trance. The rainy afternoon had left an indelible mark on his heart. He kept asking himself—who was that girl? Why did the world seem to stand still whenever he looked into her eyes? Ayan knew he could not sit idly by. He needed courage. But for a shy person like him, speaking to someone—especially someone whose memory had consumed his every thought—felt like climbing a colossal mountain. Ayan returned to that same library every day, running his fingers along the bookshelves, hoping to see Ishita again.

Finally, the day arrived. Ayan saw Ishita standing in the same spot, staring at a dust-covered shelf. His heart hammered against his ribs; he felt his hands and feet trembling. But no, he had to speak today. Ayan walked toward Ishita with measured steps. Each stride felt like a milestone. When he reached her, his voice seemed trapped in his throat. He steeled himself, shook off his hesitation, and cleared his throat to catch her attention. Ishita turned; she had that same calm, gentle gaze.

Ayan took a deep breath before speaking. He said in a trembling voice, "Are you... are you looking for books by this author?" Ayan did not know why he asked such a mundane question, but he could not think of a better way to initiate a conversation. Ishita seemed surprised, but a magical smile blossomed on her lips. She replied in a soft, humble tone, "Yes, I was actually looking for this author’s poems, but I can't seem to find them." Ayan’s first act of courage felt like the breaking of a dam. He felt as if he had won a great battle. The joy of spring seemed to flow within his heart.

Ayan felt as though he had been reborn. He reached out to help her search for books on the higher shelves. The scent of Ishita drifted to him—a blend of the smell of fresh book pages and the earthy aroma of rain-soaked soil. Ayan kept talking, though he hardly knew what he was saying. He only had one objective—to hear Ishita’s voice again. Ayan found the books by Ishita’s favorite author and handed them to her. When Ishita took the book from his hand, their fingers brushed. A strange thrill shivered down Ayan’s spine at that touch.

When the Ayan of this silent night imagines that scene, he feels those moments were as precious as gold. Did Ayan know then that this one conversation would lead him to the greatest achievement and the greatest pain of his life? Ayan was a dreamer back then. He listened; enchanted by every word Ishita spoke. As Ishita recited lines from her favorite poems, Ayan etched the rhythm into his soul. If Ayan hadn’t found that courage, perhaps their relationship would never have begun. Ayan still remembers every syllable of that courage.

When Ayan was walking home that day, he felt like the happiest man in the world. He had found the courage to speak, and Ishita hadn’t rejected him. Her shy response and Ayan’s first bold step—both of them seemed to recognize each other in that very moment. There is a vast chasm between the Ayan of today and the Ayan of the past. The Ayan of the past was bold, he dreamt, and he was not afraid to speak. And the Ayan of today? The Ayan of today lives only among his sighs and silence. Has Ayan lost that courage forever? Or has Ishita’s stony silence devoured all of Ayan’s courage? That moment of speaking to her in the corner of the library still wanders like a spectral shadow in the darkness of their bedroom. Ayan does not know—does Ishita still think of that day? Or has dust settled over the memory of his first courageous attempt on the pages of her mind? Ayan only knows that the Ayan he was then is no longer the man he is today. He had gained Ishita in exchange for that courage, but has that very gain become the greatest burden of his life? Ayan speaks no more, for he knows that now, he needs a new dream more than he needs the courage to speak—but that dream no longer exists between them.

When Ishita smiled at Ayan for the first time, standing beside the library shelf, Ayan felt as if he had captured all the beauty of the world in a single frame. That smile was devoid of any artifice; it held no intention to perform. Ishita’s shy smile was like the first light of a dawn—tender, serene, and brimming with infinite promise. When she tilted her head slightly, her cheeks flushing with a faint hue as she offered that smile, a thousand butterflies took flight within Ayan’s chest. He had met many people in his life, but he had never witnessed a smile so pure and enchanting.

Ishita’s smile had swept away all of Ayan’s insecurities. He had feared being intrusive, worried that she might not appreciate his idle curiosity. But that shy smile conquered his hesitation in an instant. Ayan felt as if Ishita’s smile were whispering, "I trust you." The touch of that trust gave Ayan a strange strength. He felt a magical pull behind that smile, one that drew him toward Ishita like a magnet. Even today, Ayan wonders—was that smile the greatest trap of his life? Or was it the most precious moment of his attainment?

Lying in this dark room today, Ayan gazes toward Ishita’s back and sifts through the memories of that smile. Does Ishita know that Ayan sketched the entire blueprint of his future based on that one smile? When she had smiled, her pupils seemed to dance with a rare joy. Ayan had noticed a dimple on her left cheek when she smiled; that dimple is still clear on the pages of his memory. The Ayan of that day had surrendered himself completely to the charm of that dimple. He felt he could make any sacrifice for this person. The Ishita of that day was a stream of genuine joy, her smile possessing all the grace of nature.

Ishita’s smile had rung in Ayan’s ears like an ethereal melody. He had stood
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