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PART ONE: MEET & DANGER

Chapter One: The Debt (Kavya)

Kavya Rajan was twenty-six years old when she learned that her father's construction empire had been built, for the last three years, on money borrowed from men who did not send invoices.

She learned it the ordinary way — not from her father, who had spent a lifetime perfecting the art of telling his daughter only what let her sleep at night, but from two men in expensive, unremarkable suits who arrived at the Rajan house on a Tuesday evening and sat in the good drawing room with the particular stillness of men who had never once in their lives needed to raise their voices to be obeyed.

"Mr. Thakur sends his regards," the older one said, setting a leather folder on the coffee table with a precision that made the porcelain teacups rattle. "And a reminder that the outstanding balance, with interest, now stands considerably higher than your father's last projection suggested."

Kavya's father, a proud man who had built three shopping complexes and a stadium wing from nothing, went the colour of old paper. "I need more time. The Andheri project closes escrow in two months —"

"Mr. Thakur is aware of your timeline," the man said, not unkindly, which was somehow worse than cruelty would have been. "He has a proposal that resolves the matter more permanently than another extension would. He'd like to discuss it with you directly. Tomorrow evening. Bring your daughter."

Kavya, standing in the doorway where she was not supposed to be listening, felt something in her chest go very still, the specific stillness of a woman watching her own future being negotiated in a room she hadn't been invited into, by men who had clearly already decided the answer before asking a single question of the person the answer would cost the most.

Chapter Two: The Rajan House (Kavya)

The house Kavya had grown up in told, if you knew where to look, the entire quiet history of her family's slow financial unraveling — the good drawing room's furniture replaced piece by piece over three years with items just slightly less fine, the household staff reduced from six to two, her mother's jewellery, once worn freely to every family function, now appearing only for the most unavoidable occasions.

Her mother's illness had started it, four years earlier — a heart condition that required a surgery their insurance covered only partially, and her father, proud and unwilling to ask extended family for help, had taken his first loan from an intermediary who turned out, months later, to be connected to the Thakur network in ways he hadn't fully understood until the terms tightened. One loan became two. Two became a debt structure Kavya only fully understood the shape of the night the men in unremarkable suits arrived in the drawing room.

"I should have told you sooner," her father admitted, once, in a rare unguarded moment before the wedding, sitting across from her at the kitchen table with the particular defeated posture of a proud man who had run out of ways to protect his family through sheer will alone. "I kept thinking the next project would close the gap before you ever had to know how bad it had gotten."

"You were protecting me the only way you knew how," Kavya said, and meant it, though the words sat uneasily alongside the reality of what that protection had ultimately cost — a marriage negotiated in a study, a debt inherited rather than chosen, an entire life's direction altered by a father's silence born of love and pride in equal measure.

She thought of her mother's illness constantly, in the weeks that followed, understanding that whatever fear and uncertainty this marriage had brought into her own life, it had also, undeniably, bought her mother years of proper medical care she would not otherwise have had, and she held both truths together, the resentment and the gratitude, the way she was learning to hold most things now: carefully, without letting either one cancel the other out.

Chapter Three: The Order (Arjun)

Arjun Thakur had learned, over twenty-nine years, exactly three ways his father's summons could go — business, discipline, or the rare and dreaded third category his older cousins called, with dark humour, "the family expansion plan" — and the moment he saw Rohit already seated in their father's study, smirking faintly into a glass of scotch, he knew with sinking certainty which category tonight belonged to.

"The Rajan debt," Don Thakur said without preamble, from behind a desk that had settled more disputes than any court in the city, "is not the problem. Rajan is a good builder with bad luck and worse accountants. The problem is Verma has been sniffing around his projects for six months, offering to buy the debt off me at a premium, which means Verma wants something in Rajan's holdings badly enough to overpay for it."

"So we squeeze him harder," Rohit offered, "and take the collateral before Verma can make his move."

"Or," Don Thakur said, his eyes settling on Arjun with the particular weight he reserved for decisions that mattered, "we bind the family to his permanently, so Verma has nothing left to buy. Arjun marries the daughter. Rajan's debt becomes family business instead of leverage. Verma loses his opening entirely."

Arjun sat very still, the way he had trained himself to sit still through every previous version of this exact conversation, and understood, with the tired clarity of a man who had spent his whole life being useful to a business he'd never chosen, that his father was not asking. "Does she know?" he asked finally. "Does she have any say in this?"

"She'll have exactly as much say as any of us ever had," Don Thakur said, not unkindly, only truthfully, and Rohit's smirk widened by half a degree, in a way Arjun filed away, without quite understanding why yet, as something worth remembering.

Chapter Four: The Proposal (Kavya)

The Thakur house was not what Kavya expected — no gaudy marble, no visible weapons, only a quiet, expensive restraint that somehow frightened her more than obvious menace would have, because it suggested a family that had long since stopped needing to perform its own danger.

Don Thakur received them in a study lined with books he had almost certainly never read, and laid out the proposal with the brisk, mild tone of a man discussing a property transfer. "Your father's debt is forgiven in full upon the marriage. Your family's business interests remain protected under Thakur name. Your son continues his education, your mother's medical expenses are handled without further discussion. In exchange, my son Arjun and your daughter marry within the month."

Kavya's father, beside her, made a small sound that might have been relief and might have been shame, and said nothing at all in her defence, and Kavya understood, sitting very straight in a chair too large for her, that whatever answer she gave in the next thirty seconds had already been decided by everyone else in the room before she'd even walked in.

She looked, for the first time, at the son — Arjun, seated slightly apart from his father, watching her not with the ownership she'd braced for but with something that looked, unexpectedly, like discomfort at his own position in the negotiation, as though he too were being sold and simply had more practice hiding it.

"I'd like to speak with him alone," Kavya said, surprising the entire room, herself included, and Don Thakur, after a considering pause, nodded once, and for five unsupervised minutes in a Thakur hallway, Kavya Rajan and Arjun Thakur had their first honest conversation, neither of them yet aware it would be the one thing in this arrangement that turned out to be real.

Chapter Five: What His Mother Taught Him (Arjun)

Arjun's mother had died when he was fourteen, and the particular shape of her absence had, he understood only much later, quietly determined the entire trajectory of who he'd become — a boy raised afterward almost exclusively by his father's world of business and obligation, with none of the softer counterbalance she had, in her too-brief years, provided.

He remembered her, mostly, in fragments: her insistence that he learn to cook a handful of simple dishes himself, over his father's mild objection that a Thakur son didn't need such skills; her habit of taking him to the terrace on difficult nights and simply sitting with him in silence rather than offering advice; her one piece of direct guidance, delivered when he was twelve and complaining about the weight of expectations his surname carried, that had stayed with him more clearly than almost anything else from his childhood: A name is not a cage unless you let it become one, Arjun. You get to decide what it means, eventually. Just make sure the deciding is actually yours.

He had spent seventeen years since her death mostly failing to live by that advice, absorbed instead into the machinery of his father's business exactly the way expected of him, the deciding never quite feeling like his own. It was only now, watching Kavya push back against the terms of an arrangement designed to happen entirely without her input, that he began to understand what his mother had actually meant — not that he should reject his family, but that he owed himself, and eventually the people he chose to build a life with, an active choice about what the Thakur name would come to represent, rather than simply inheriting its shape unchanged.

He never told Kavya about his mother directly, not in those early months. But something in the way he'd insisted on honesty in that first hallway conversation, the way he'd fought to give her real conditions rather than empty reassurance, carried her voice in it more than he consciously realised at the time.

Chapter Six: First Meeting (Arjun)

"I'm not going to pretend this is a fair choice you're being given," Arjun said, once they were alone, because he had decided, somewhere in his father's study, that if he was going to be complicit in cornering a stranger into marriage, the least he owed her was honesty about the size of the cage. "You can hate me for being part of it. I'd understand."

"Do you want this?" Kavya asked, direct in a way that caught him off guard.

"I want my father's business to survive Verma's next move without a war that gets people killed," he said carefully. "Marrying you accomplishes that. Whether I want you, specifically — I don't know you yet. That seems like an important detail everyone in that room skipped past rather quickly."

Something in her face shifted, minutely, at the honesty. "At least you're not lying to me about it being romantic."

"I have no interest in lying to you about anything," Arjun said, and meant it more than he expected to, standing in a hallway with a stranger he was apparently going to marry within the month, feeling, for the first time in a business conversation dressed up as a family obligation, something that resembled actual respect for the person on the other side of the table.

"If this happens," Kavya said slowly, working it out as she spoke, "I want conditions. My father's debt forgiven in writing, not a handshake. My brother's education fully funded regardless of what happens between us. And I want to be told the truth about what this family actually does, not the version with the books nobody's read."

Arjun almost smiled — the first real one he'd allowed himself in that entire miserable evening. "That's the first sensible negotiation anyone in my family has heard in about a decade. I'll make sure you get all three."

Chapter Seven: The Wedding Arranged (Kavya)

The month that followed happened to Kavya rather than with her — a whirlwind of tailors and caterers and a wedding planner who spoke exclusively in urgent whispers, all of it moving
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