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Prologue
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Arnav hesitated at the canteen’s door, the cacophony of chatter and clatter washing over him as he inhaled deeply, trying to calm the tremor in his hands. His eyes scanned the room, stopping on Adi, who sat hunched over a steaming cup. Anirudh’s words echoed in Arnav’s mind. Adi was troubled, but it had taken him far too long to notice. Grief had cocooned him, blinding him to his child’s suffering.

Arnav crossed the room and sank into the chair beside Adi. The boy looked at him with troubled grey eyes. Arnav draped an arm over his shoulder and pulled him closer. He hated seeing the sadness in his child’s eyes. No nineteen-year-old deserves to endure such agonizing pain.

“Tu theek hai, Bachcha?” Arnav’s voice filled with love.

Adi nodded his head, but the sheen of tears betrayed him. Arnav pulled him into his embrace. “Sab kuch theek hai, Bachcha. Tere Big-B ko kuch nahi hua hai. Don’t do this to yourself.”

Adi held onto his embrace. “Dar lag raha hai, Bhaiya.”

Arnav gently patted his head. “Tujhe darne ki koi zarurat nahi hai, Bachcha. Main hoon na. I will take care of things. Jab tak main hoon, tujhe darne ki zarurat nahi hai.”

Arnav pulled him a little closer. Adi felt the tension and fear draining from his body. Only in his brother’s embrace could he feel safe. Only Arnav had ever given him that security! His Bhaiya always protected him against all the evils of the world. He did so even when he wasn’t ready to acknowledge their relationship. He did so even when his own mother was against it.

Aditya’s eyes flooded again as memories clouded his vision. He held only one childhood memory dear. It was the one rare memory that always brought a smile to his lips. It made him feel secure because it was the only memory he had of his Bhaiya.

Thirteen years ago, a six-year-old Adi sat rigidly in a chair far too large, his little legs dangling, fidgeting nervously as he waited outside the counselor’s office with his father.

His hand was in a sling, and his ribs were bruised. Adi wanted to sleep, but his father had other ideas. Sushanth Oberoi’s face was red and his fists clenched, a clear sign of his anger and frustration. Adi wanted to ask him what was wrong, but the fear of his anger and potential outbursts held him back. Sushanth Oberoi was his father, but Adi never felt safe with him.

Sushanth hated going to see the counselor. Kavya was hell-bent on divorce, but Sushanth was against it. Adi was too young to understand everything, but he knew one thing well. Arnav was everything to Sushanth, and divorcing Kavya meant losing Arnav. Adi often wondered what Arnav had that he did not. He yearned for even a glance of acknowledgement from his father, a wish he knew was as far off as the stars.

Sushanth loathed him and let his feelings show through his sharp words and icy demeanor. He blamed Adi for Sheetal’s death, the woman he’d loved with all his heart. It did not help that Adi had unknowingly become the reason for the divorce.

“Hum yahan kyun aaye hain, Papa?” Adi gathered his courage and asked. The silence was grating on his nerves.

Sushanth’s hand fisted. “Kitni baar bola hai tumse, Papa mat kaho. Dad kaho.” His voice was cold and sharp, like shards of ice. Adi flinched as if was struck. He forgot his father did not like being addressed as ‘Papa’. It was a privilege reserved only for Arnav Oberoi.

Adi looked down, frightened. “Sorry, Dad.”

“Mujhe andar zaruri kaam hai.” Sushanth dismissed him as if he did not matter. “Main tumhe ghar pe akela nahi chhod sakta, isliye tumhe yahan le aaya. Mere aane tak chup chap yahan wait karo. Idhar-udhar jaane ki zarurat nahi hai, samjhe?”

Adi nodded his head.

“Kisi se baat nahi karoge. Agar koi tumse kuch kahe, toh chup raho. Kisi ke muh lagne ki zarurat nahi hai.”  

Adi gulped and nodded his head.

“Do you understand, Aditya?” Sushanth raised his voice, making Adi flinch again.

“Ji.” Adi could barely muster the reply.

“Good. Now, stay put.”

Adi bobbed his head and watched in silence as his father entered the counselor’s office. It was a private place, meant only for the elite of society. The court made counseling mandatory before the divorce. Though Sushanth hated it, he had to go through with it.

Adi’s eyes darted to where Arnav and Kavya were waiting in the lounge area. The way Ayu sat nestled on Arnav’s lap stirred something deep within him. No one had held him like that. He wondered what it felt like to be loved so deeply.

Kavya and Arnav rose as Sushanth approached them. Ayu hid behind Arnav. Adi’s presence ignited a fire of fury within Kavya. “Aap ise ghar pe chhod ke nahi aa sakte the, Sushanth?”

Adi looked away. He did not understand why everyone hated him.

“Kahaan chhod ke aata main ise, Kavya? Ghar pe hai hi kaun iska khayal rakhne wala? Ise chot bhi lagi hai, aise mein main kya karta?” Sushanth hissed in anger.

“Ghar pe naukar kya kam hain, Sushanth? Yeh koi jagah hai bachchon ko laane ki?”

Sushanth snapped back. “Toh Ayushmaan yahan kya kar raha hai?”

“Use yahaan laane ka mujhe koi shauk nahi tha, Sushanth. Woh Arnav ke saath rehne ki zidd kar raha tha. Mere paas koi option nahi tha.”

Adi grew more frightened as he saw them fighting. Ayu held Arnav’s hand, equally scared. Arnav’s eyes blazed with anger.

“Bas kijiye aap dono.” Arnav came between the two of them. “Counselor ke office mein toh jhagra mat kijiye. Mom, aap toh shant ho jaaiye. Ayu dar raha hai.”

“Tumhari Mom ke liye bachchon ki khushi se badhkar apni zidh hai, Arnav.” Sushanth accused. “Ose samjhane ka koi fayda nahi hai.”

“Arnav ko beech mein mat laaiye, Sushanth. Aaj aapki galti ki sazaa humare bachchon ko mil rahi hai.” Kavya’s eyes filled up with tears.

“Tumhari zidh ki sazaa mil rahi hai unhe.” Sushanth glared at her. “Why can’t you accept Adi, Kavya? Woh bachcha hai.”

“Woh aapka aur us aurat ka bachcha hai, Sushanth. Us aurat ke bachche ke liye mere zindagi mein koi jagah nahi hai.”

Sushanth wanted to argue, but Kavya did not let him. “Let us not waste time, Sushanth. Let’s get this over with. Is tarah jhagadte rehne ka koi faida nahi hai.”

Sushanth sighed, then glanced at Adi. “Aditya, tum yahi ruko. Sit there.”

Adi moved toward the couch Sushanth indicated and tried to sit. Too small to use his hands for support, he struggled to sit upright, his tiny body trembling with effort.

“Woh kaise baithega, Papa?” Arnav’s question startled Adi. “Uske haath mein chot hai. Madad kar dijiye uski.”

Sushanth looked taken aback. Adi lowered his gaze, fearing his father would blame him again. His mere presence seemed to stir up trouble. Sushanth moved to Adi’s side and helped him sit, adjusting cushions for support. Arnav looked away.

“Aapke bete ki seva ho gayi ho toh chalein?” Kavya could not hold back her resentment.

Sushanth glared at her, a silent fury in his eyes, but he accompanied her inside. Adi’s eyes clouded with tears. He did not understand why everyone was angry with him. Why did everyone hate him?

Arnav settled into the chair opposite him. Ayu settled back in his lap. “Mumma itne gusse mein kyun hain, Bhaiya?”

The question took Arnav by surprise. His eyes, filled with concern, watched Adi fight back tears. 

When Arnav did not answer, Ayu cupped his face with his tiny hands. “Aap itne sad kyun ho, Bhaiya?”

With a forced smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes, Arnav pulled Ayu to his chest. “Kuch nahi, Bachcha. I am okay, bas aankhon mein kuch chala gaya tha.”

“Bhaiyu aur Mumma bhi bohot sad hain. Aap bhi sad ho. Mujhe achha nahi lagta jab aap sab aise sad sad rehte ho.”

Arnav ruffled his hair. “Hum sad nahi hain, Bachcha. Tum yeh sab mat socho. There is nothing to worry about.”

Adi watched as Arnav gently tended to Ayu. A pang of jealousy hit his heart. Why was it impossible for someone to love him like that? Why did he have to be the unwanted child?

They sat there for over an hour, listening to their parents shouting and screaming inside. Arnav’s hands fisted by his side. Adi quickly averted his eyes, scared that Arnav would take the anger out on him. He’d learned to brace himself for the inevitable outburst, the way adults unloaded their frustrations on him.

Ayu, who was silent until then, tugged on Arnav’s T-shirt to gain his attention.

“Bhookh lagi hai, Bhaiya.” Ayu whined.

Arnav settled Ayu on the couch and rose to his feet. “Tu yaheen ruk. Main kuch leke aata hoon.”

Ayu bobbed his head. Arnav made sure Ayu was comfortable before walking out.

With a tilt of his head, Ayu gave Adi a curious look. With a light leap from the couch, he carefully moved towards Adi.

“Hi!” He greeted Adi with a smile, flashing his dimples. Adi liked him immediately. A greeting formed on his lips, but the weight of his father’s sharp words pressed down on him and he remained silent. He didn’t want to get into trouble.

“Mera naam Ayushmaan Oberoi hai. Tumhara naam kya hai?”

Adi glanced nervously at the counselor’s office. The door was still firmly closed. It wouldn’t hurt to tell his name, would it?

“Hey, it’s okay.” Ayu gave him a gentle nudge. “Tumhe nahi batana toh mat batao.”

Adi whispered. “Aditya.”

Ayu smiled at him. “Aditya kya?”

Adi remained silent.

“Oberoi mera surname hai. Tumhara kya hai?”

Adi shook his head. Ayu’s eyes widened in surprise. “Tumhe apna surname nahi pata?”

Adi shook his head again. Ayu frowned. “Sabke surname hote hain. Tumhara kaise nahi hai? Kuch toh hoga na? You can’t be just Aditya.”

“Batao na, tumhara poora naam kya hai?”

“Uska poora naam ADITYA OBEROI hai, Ayushmaan. Now, stop probing and have your food.” Arnav’s voice took them by surprise. Neither noticed that he was back.

Ayu quickly shifted his attention to the food and forgot about everything else. He grabbed the roll from Arnav’s hand and ran back to the couch.

Adi watched in confusion. Why did Arnav say his name was Aditya Oberoi? He wasn’t an Oberoi, was he? Adi wanted to ask, but was too scared to voice his questions. So, he sat silent.

The crispy, golden chicken roll looked enticing. Although he had breakfast, the sight of the roll made his mouth water. He eyed the roll with longing, his stomach rumbling in anticipation of the delicious smells.

Arnav made Ayu sit and went to get him water from the car. When he returned, he saw Adi trying very hard not to stare at the food. Their eyes met. Arnav’s eyes filled with gentleness. Adi looked away, feeling ashamed. He did not wish to be rebuked for his actions.

Arnav handed the water bottle to Ayu and crouched before his younger brother. “Ayu, Bachcha, aap akele akele khaoge? Share nahi karoge?”

Ayu’s gaze met Arnav’s, and a slow smile bloomed on his face. He broke the roll in half and offered Arnav a share.

Arnav ruffled his hair. “Mujhse nahi, Bachcha. Dekho udhar, shayad Aditya ko bhookh lagi hai. Why don’t you share it with him?”

Ayu bobbed his head and hopped toward Adi, offering him the roll. Adi hesitated.

“Le lo, bohot tasty hai.” Ayu nudged the roll towards Adi.

Adi looked at Arnav, his eyes filled with fear and hesitation. He was not sure if he was allowed.

“Arey, le lo na, please.” Ayu insisted. “Sach mein bohot tasty hai.”

Adi did not reach for the roll. Arnav took a deep sigh and approached the boys. He took the roll from Ayu and offered it to Adi. “This is a chicken roll. Do you want to eat?”

Adi hesitated, but the temptation overpowered the fear, and he bobbed his head. Arnav handed the roll to him.

Ayu grabbed Adi’s hand and dragged him to the couch. The boys ate together and chatted for a while. They wanted more water, so Arnav went to fetch it for them.

Adi shrank back into the couch a little further as Arnav returned and handed the water bottle to Ayu. For a second, he feared Arnav would strike him. Arnav’s eyes filled with worry. He crouched down once again and gazed into Adi’s eyes. “Aap theek ho, Aditya?” Arnav’s voice filled with gentleness. There was something in the amber eyes that comforted Adi. Arnav was a stranger to him, and yet he relaxed.

Adi gathered his courage and nodded his head.

“Aapko kuch chahiye? Le aaoon kuch main aapke liye?”

Aditya shook his head. Ayu handed him the water bottle. Adi took it, but it was too heavy for him. Before it could fall, Arnav held it steady and helped him take a few sips.

Adi’s eyes widened in surprise. He was not prepared for the kindness. Nobody ever fed him before. It was the first act of kindness he had ever received. His eyes filled up against his will.

“Kya ho gaya, Bachcha?” Arnav sounded worried. “Aap ro kyun rahe ho? Dard ho raha hai?”

Adi nodded his head, not knowing what else to say.

“Aapko chot aayi kaise?”

Before Adi could answer, the door creaked open, and Kavya emerged, her expression hardening the moment her eyes landed on them.

“Arnav, kya kar rahe ho tum?” She demanded, her voice sharp as a whip.

Arnav rose instinctively, his shoulders stiff. Ayu slipped off the couch and clung to Arnav’s hand.

“Tune wada kiya tha ki tu mera saath dega.” Kavya said, stepping closer, her words laced with bitterness. “To phir yeh kya ho raha hai? Is Bachche ke saath kya kar raha hai tu?”

Arnav ran his fingers through his sandy hair. Adi could feel his agitation and took a careful step back. Kavya’s anger terrified her.

“Kuch nahi, Mumma.” Arnav’s voice sounded strained. “Aap bekaar mein pareshaan ho rahi hain.”

Kavya grabbed his arm, forcing him to look at her. “Yeh Bachcha tere papa ki najayaz aulad hai. Koi rishta nahi hai iska tere saath. Na kabhi tha, na kabhi hoga. Wada kar ki tu isse door rahega.”

For a moment, Arnav just stared at her. Then, slowly, he reached out and clasped her trembling hands. “Rishta jayaz ya najayaz nahi hota, Mumma.” He said softly, though his voice carried a steely resolve. “Rishta sirf rishta hota hai. Humare maanne ya na maanne se khoon ke rishte nahi mit jaate.”

Kavya’s face twisted with hurt. “To kya ab tu bhi apne Papa ki tarah is Bachche ke liye mera dil dukhayega?” Her voice cracked.

Arnav turned to glance at Adi, who sat silently, tears streaking down his cheeks. Adi could read the agitation in those eyes. Before Arnav could answer, Sushanth stormed out, his fury palpable. Whatever transpired in the room left him livid.

Kavya, still fuming, lashed out. “Is Bachche ki wajah se humara ghar bikhar gaya, Arnav. Sab kuch khatam ho gaya. Manhoos hai yeh, manhoos!”

That was the final straw. Arnav’s voice cut through her tirade, unyielding. “Bas, Mom! Chhota bhai hai woh mera. Aap use apnana nahi chahti, yeh main samajh sakta hoon. Main aapke decision ki respect bhi karta hoon. Lekin aapko yeh sab kehne ka koi haq nahi. Bachcha hai woh. Galti Papa se hui hai. Jo bhi kehna hai, unse kahiye. Keep Aditya out of this. I won’t tolerate another word against him.”

Kavya froze, her shock rendering her silent. Adi let out a small gasp. Arnav called him his younger brother. He could not think past that.

Arnav straightened, his voice calm but resolute. “Jo bhi legal formalities hain, poori kijiye. Main Ayu aur Aditya ke saath bahar wait karta hoon. Bohot ho gaya aap dono ka tamasha. Kabhi toh apne bachchon ke baare mein sochiye.”

Sushanth and Kavya looked away.

Arnav reached for Ayu’s hand and gently guided Adi to his feet with his other hand, his touch soft and reassuring. Together, the three of them walked out, leaving behind an echoing silence that hung heavy in the air.

For the first time, Adi felt protected. He felt safe. He didn’t know Arnav well, but he knew he would be safe as long as Arnav was there with him.

Arnav stayed with him until his father came back. Sushanth looked upset but remained silent. Arnav gently guided him toward Sushanth’s car, and then they parted ways. Adi never spoke to Arnav again until the night of his father’s fatal crash.

In a way, Sushanth’s death proved a blessing for Adi. It brought him back to the safety of his brother’s arms. Arnav went out of his way to make him feel safe again. He did everything in his power to make Adi happy.

Hearing Arnav say he didn’t care on the beach shattered Adi, but only for a moment. His heart knew that his Bhaiya was lying.

Arnav Oberoi turned his life upside down to give Adi a chance in life. Adi would never mistrust him. He trusted his brother implicitly, a loyalty built on years of shared hardship and unwavering support.

With a soft nudge, Arnav broke through Adi’s deep contemplation, snapping him back to the present moment. “Kya soach raha hai, Bachcha?”

Adi leaned his head back on Arnav’s broad shoulders, seeking comfort only his Bhaiya could offer. “Soach raha hoon agar aap meri zindagi mein nahi aate, toh mera kya hota?”

Arnav shook his head as a soft smile played on his lips. “Tera toh pata nahi. Lekin agar tu meri zindagi mein nahi aata, toh meri zindagi zarur adhuri reh jaati, Adi. You make our family complete, Bachcha. I love you, and I am always there for you.”

Adi believed every word. Arnav Oberoi never let his family down, and Adi was his FAMILY. His Child. That was the only thing that mattered to Adi. Sushanth Oberoi was a father in name only. Arnav was his real father. Adi would forever remain Arnav’s child. That was his identity, a mark burned into his soul, and he would forever remember that.
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The crisp rustle of papers broke the silence of the room. Arnav’s gaze lingered on the document in his hand and looked back at Abeer. The man had called him out of the blue and asked him to come over. Arnav did not have to ask who was behind the act. Ayu hated being confined to bed. Arnav understood his younger brother’s frustration, but feared for his health.

“Are you sure hum ose ghar le jaa sakte hain?” Arnav could not hide the worry from his voice. “Uski open-heart surgery hui hai, for God’s sake. Ek-do mahine tum ose yahin nahi rakh sakte?”

Abeer gave him a reassuring smile. “Rakh bhi leta, lekin Ayu bohot pareshaan hai. He is not comfortable here. Waise bhi abhi ose bed rest ki zarurat hai. Woh ghar pe bhi theek ho sakta hai. Mujhe pata hai tum sab uska bohot khayaal rakhoge.”

Arnav shook his head. “Let him stay for another week, Abeer. Agar koi medical emergency ho gayi toh?”

“Kuch nahi hoga, relax.” Abeer reassured him. “Agar woh theek nahi hota toh main discharge hi nahi karta. Aur is baare mein Ayu ko mat daanto. Bechaare ne kuch nahi kaha, but I can feel his sadness. Ose hospital se nafrat hai.”

Arnav palmed his face to calm his nerves. Ayu knew how to push people’s buttons. He had no doubt that his younger brother played with Abeer’s affection for him.

The door burst open before Arnav could say anything, and Adi barged into Abeer’s cabin.

“Aap Big-B ko discharge kar rahe ho?” He sounded totally winded, as if he’d run a marathon.

Arnav shot him a glare. “Kitni baar kaha hai tujhse, knock and come in?”

A blush crept onto Adi’s cheeks as he sheepishly looked away. Anirudh drilled it into his head never to knock on doors. He found it hard to unlearn it.

Abeer could not hold back his smile. Adi always reminded him of his Aru. They were mirror images, identical in every way except for the timbre of their voices and the different colors of their eyes. Aru inherited Arnav’s striking amber eyes, while Adi inherited Sushanth’s steely grey eyes.

“It’s okay, Arnav. Uske Bhai ka chamber hai, kabhi bhi aa sakta hai.”

Arnav remained silent, but directed a sharp gaze at Adi.

“Sorry, Bhai.” Adi quickly apologized. “Aage se nahi karunga. Par kya aap sach mein Big-B ko discharge kar rahe ho?”

“Haan, he is perfectly fine. You guys can take him home.”

A deep frown creased Adi’s brow. “Par unki abhi-abhi itni badi surgery hui hai. Itni jaldi kya zarurat hai discharge karne ki? Kuch din aur rehne do hospital mein.”

Arnav said the same thing. Abeer mused. The boy took after his brother.

“I know, but Ayu is recovering well.” Abeer assured him. “You can take him home. Khayal rakhna ki woh complete bed rest pe rahe. He is in no state to move around on his own. You can appoint a personal nurse.”

Adi immediately shook his head. The thought of a nurse did not sit well with him. “Nurse ki kya zarurat hai? Hum sab hain na?”

Arnav nodded in agreement. Adi was right. His family was there to take care of Ayu. “We will manage, Abeer. Bas uske regular checkup aur dressing ke liye kisi ko bhej do.”

“Whatever you say.” Abeer agreed. “Par dhyan rahe, Ayu ko kisi bhi cheez ka stress na ho. He’s suffering from nightmares. It’s very common. Ose raat mein akele mat chhodo. Make sure someone is always there with him. And no gadgets for at least three more weeks. He needs to recuperate.”

Adi’s face lost color. “No gadgets?” The very thought sent a chill down his nineteen-year-old spine. How could anyone survive without gadgets?

“Not even a phone.” Abeer confirmed.

Adi groaned. “Yeh toh punishment ho gayi na, Bhaiya. Big-B kaise rahenge?”

Arnav shook his head. He never understood the obsession with gadgets. “Kisne kaha tha tere Big-B ko beech mein aane ke liye? Mera bas chale toh zindagi bhar ose ghar se bahar nahi nikalne doon. He’ll have to live with it.”

Adi looked away, sulking.

“Uska khayal rakhna, Arnav.” Abeer’s tone softened. “He needs you now more than anyone. Take care of him.”

Arnav rose to his feet. “Bachcha hai woh mera, Abeer. You don’t have to tell me that. Main uska poora khayal rakhunga. Thank you for everything you’ve done. I’m really grateful.”

Arnav left with Adi. Abeer watched them with regret and sadness. He was leaving for New York in a week. Aru wanted to go back. Abeer’s pleas fell on deaf ears. In the end, he had to give in to his younger brother's demands. The weight of the truth pressed down on him. He desperately hoped it wouldn’t destroy the fragile peace they had established with the Oberois.

––––––––
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AYU WAS HAPPY TO BE home again. Anirudh supported Ayu’s weight as they walked, his arm a steady support, as the boy stubbornly refused to use the wheelchair. Seeing Ayu walking, a surge of fury washed over Arnav.

“What the hell is wrong with you, Anirudh?” Arnav’s voice boomed. “Wheelchair, kahan hai?”

Ayu sighed, leaning on Anirudh. “Maine hi mana kiya tha, Bhaiya....”

Arnav cut him off sharply. “I didn’t ask for your opinion, Ayushmaan. Adi, get the wheelchair.”

Adi rushed to do his brother’s bidding. Ayu sulked, but dared not protest. He was still scared of Arnav’s anger. His ears still rang with the echoes of his Bhaiya’s lectures. When Arnav was in protective mode, he became a force to be reckoned with.

Adi returned with the wheelchair and, with a gentle hand, helped Ayu settle into it.

“Poora ka poora patient bana diya mujhe.” Ayu muttered under his breath.

Adi crouched down under the pretext of helping him. “Chup ho jao, Big-B, warna maar pad jayegi.”

Ayu glared at him, but begrudgingly obeyed. With a gentle push, Adi wheeled him down the hallway to a bedroom on the ground floor.

Ayu’s eyes widened in surprise. “Yeh kahan le jaa raha hai mujhe?”

“Jab tak aap theek nahi ho jaate, aap yahin rahoge, Big-B.”

Ayu shot Arnav an annoyed look. “Iski kya zarurat thi, Bhaiya? Ghar mein toh elevator bhi hai na. Yeh sab....”

Arnav cut him off gently. “Temporary arrangements hain. Tu theek ho jaa, phir wapis chale jaana apne kamre mein. Koi nahi rokega tujhe.”

Adi wheeled him inside. Ayu’s eyes lit up when he saw the king-size bed. It looked far more comfortable than the hospital bed. After ten days, he could finally rest in comfort. Anirudh rushed in to assist him onto the bed. Even so, Ayu hissed in pain.

Adi’s eyes filled with worry. “Aap theek ho, Big-B?”

The pain was so intense that Ayu could only moan. Even the slightest movement caused him discomfort.

Anirudh wiped the sweat pooling on Ayu’s brows. Adi quickly grabbed the small white painkillers from the bottle and handed them to Ayu.

Ayu cringed at the sight of the medicines.

“Kha lo, Big-B.” Adi coaxed. “It’ll help with the pain.”

Ayu hesitated, but Anirudh forced him to take the pills. “Har baat pe zid mat kar, Ayu. Teri zid ki wajah se hum tujhe ghar le aaye. Bhaiya ka gussa tu jaanta hai. Don’t buy trouble for yourself.”

“Haan, Big-B.” Adi chimed in. “Aap bas aaram karo. Bhaiya ne bola hai ki aapko bohot rest ki zarurat hai. Major surgery hui hai aapki. You cannot take any kind of risk.”

Ayu was about to protest when Priya came in with a bowl of soup. Ayu felt frustrated. For the past few days, he’d been surviving on the soup.

Adi set up the food tray and placed the soup bowl on it. Ayu gave Priya his best puppy-dog eyes. “Kuch aur le aao na, Bhabhi. Yeh soup pee ke main bore ho gaya.”

“Nahi, Bachcha.” Priya sat down with him. “Tumhari diet chart mein solids nahi hai. At least ek hafte tumhe liquid diet pe rehna hoga. For easier digestion.”

Ayu whined. “Nahi peena mujhe aise soup....”

Adi didn’t let him protest and fed him a spoonful. “Aapke aur Bhaiyu ke nakhre toh khatam hi nahi hote, Big-B.”

“Jaise tu achchhe bachchon jaise soup pee jaata hai?” Ayu shot back.

A sheepish smile touched Adi’s lips, but he continued to feed Ayu. Arnav leaned on the doorframe, watching the scene unfold. He came to check on Ayu, making sure he was eating the meal he had prepared. He realized he did not have to worry about Ayu when Adi was around. Ayu was always grumpy when he fell sick, making him a challenging patient to handle. Arnav wasn’t sure how long Adi could put up with Ayu’s tantrums, but he was content for now.

Ayu spotted Arnav, and his expression twisted into a childish pout. “Dekho, Bhaiya, kitne zulm ho rahe hain aapke bachche pe.”

Arnav shook his head. “Soup teri Bhabhi ne banaya. I’m sure kaafi tasty hai. Chup chap kha le aur dawai le le.”

“Woh kha lega, Bhaiya.” Anirudh said before Arnav could scold Ayu further. “Aap chalke lunch kar lo. Subah se aapne kuchh nahi khaya.”

Anirudh dragged him away before he could protest. Adi silently continued feeding Ayu the soup.

The soup was only half finished when Ayu stopped Adi.

“Kya ho gaya, Big-B?” Adi’s eyes filled with worry.

Ayu’s eyes grew heavy with sleep. “Bas ho gaya, Adi. Mujhe sona hai.”

“Thoda aur khalo, Big-B, please....”

Ayu’s eyelids grew heavy. The effect of the heavy medication was showing.

“Achchha, theek hai. Bas ek spoon aur, phir so jaana.”

Adi coaxed, but Ayu drifted off to sleep. Adi’s eyes filled with tears. He’d never met anyone as lively as Ayu, which made it obvious how bad his health was when he started dozing off at weird hours.

Anirudh came back to check on Ayu and was surprised to see him asleep. The soup bowl was still half full.

“Yeh kab so gaya?”

“Khaate khaate so gaye, Bhaiyu.” Adi wiped away the moisture from his eyes. “Dekho, soup khatam bhi nahi hua.”

Anirudh walked over to Ayu and gently caressed his face. The boy’s pale face worried him. He kissed Ayu’s forehead and carefully set pillows to make him comfortable. Even under the effect of sedatives, Ayu flinched slightly, a sign that he was still in pain.

Anirudh covered him properly and turned to leave, but the moment he saw Adi’s face, he sighed. He saw the boy was on the verge of tears. Anirudh cupped Adi’s face and made him look at him. “Ayu theek hai, Adi. You need to be strong, Bachcha. Agar tu is tarah upset hoga, toh woh aur upset ho jayega. Tujhe pata hai na, woh tujhe sad nahi dekh sakta?”

Adi nodded.

Anirudh pulled him into a comforting hug. “Apne Big-B ke liye, tujhe strong rehna hoga. You need to be his strength, not his weakness.”

“Main unhe iss tarah nahi dekh sakta, Bhaiyu.” Adi buried his face in Anirudh’s warmth. “Woh yeh sab nahi kha payenge. He hates it.”

“Bas kuch din, Bachcha. Phir ose jo pasand ho, wahi khilayenge. Okay?”

Adi nodded again. Anirudh knew Adi wouldn’t eat unless he took him to lunch, so he led the boy to the dining table. Adi loved Ayu too much and was hurting. Anirudh understood that and wouldn’t leave him alone. He made sure Adi ate lunch before heading back to his studio. He was too disturbed to work earlier, but now that Ayu was finally home, he could focus again. Things could finally get back to normal.
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ARNAV SAT IN HIS STUDY, scowling at the project file. It has been over a week since he last went to the office. Work was piling up, but for the first time in his life, he didn’t care. Mr. Saaha was explaining the new project, but Arnav was distracted. His thoughts were consumed by Ayu.

“Arnav, yeh bohot prestigious project hai.” Mr. Saaha looked troubled. “You cannot let this go.”

Arnav closed the file. “Let it go, Mr. Saaha. We are not filing for the tender this year. Is waqt main Ayu ko chhod ke US nahi jaa sakta. I am not interested.”

“We can send a representative, Arnav. Someone in your stead....”

Arnav did not let him finish. “Is business ko maine sambhala hai. Mere baad ise Ayu sambhalega. Oberoi Industries will not have another representative. Let the project go.”

Mr. Saaha tried to argue, but Arnav silenced him with a glare.

“Agle 10 din tak ki saari meetings cancel kar dijiye. Agar koi bohot important meeting hai, toh ghar par schedule kijiye. I will work from home.”

Mr. Saaha hesitated. “Sir, bohot work pile up ho gaya hai, aise mein....”

“I just don’t care, Mr. Saaha. Loss hota hai toh hone dijiye. Is waqt mera ghar par rehna zaruri hai. I don’t care about the losses. Ab aap jaa sakte hain.”

With a shake of his head, Mr. Saaha conceded that the argument was pointless and walked away. He knew only Ayu could sway Arnav, so he decided to call the boy. Ayu was his only hope.
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AS THE NIGHT SETTLED in, Ayu waited for Adi. Since the day they bonded, he and Adi bunked together. Even when he was in the hospital, Adi never left his side. Though his eyes drooped from sleep, Ayu waited for his kid brother.

So, he was surprised when Arnav joined him instead. “Adi kahan hai?”

“He will sleep in his own room, Ayu.” Arnav settled down on the couch. “Neend me oseke haath-pair chalane ki aadat hai, Bachcha. It’s not safe for you.”

“Nahi, Bhaiya.” Ayu protested. “Aap Adi ko bulaaiye. Ose akele sone ki aadat nahi hai. Bed bohot bada hai. Kuchh nahi hoga mujhe.”

“Ayu, baat samajh....”

“Bhaiya, woh darra hua hai.” Ayu gently cut him off. “Ose is waqt akele chhodna sahi nahi hai. Aap please ose yahaan aane ko kahiye. Beech mein pillows rakh lenge. It will be completely safe.”

Arnav gave in. He loved both boys equally and couldn’t bear to see either of them upset. He went to fetch Adi, only to return with a very reluctant younger brother who mumbled complaints under his breath.

Ayu, half-asleep, beckoned him, his voice a low, sleepy murmur. “Aaja. Kuchh nahi hoga.”

Adi hesitated. “Main couch par so jaunga. Aap araam karo. Doctor ne sambhal ke rehne ko kahan hai.”

“Kuchh nahi hoga, Adi. Aaja.”

Adi opened his mouth to argue, but Arnav did not let him. “It’s okay, Beta. Take the other side of the bed. Ayu bekaar mein pareshaan ho jayega.”

Adi sighed, but did not argue. He piled up a ton of pillows and settled down beside Ayu on the bed. Arnav took the couch, ensuring his brothers were comfortable.

Ayu frowned. “Aap yahan kyun so rahe ho? Aaram se apne kamre mein so jao. Adi hai na mera khayal rakhne ke liye. Aap kyun pareshaan ho rahe ho?”

“Ayu, maine teri zid maani na? Bas, behas mat kar aur sojaa.” Arnav’s tone left no room for argument. Ayu gave up and settled down back on the bed.

Arnav helped him lie down and covered him up. He gently tapped Ayu’s head until the boy drifted off to sleep. Adi watched them with a soft smile on his lips.

Arnav noticed the look and raised his eyebrows. “Aise kya dekh raha hai?”

“Aap Big-B se bohot pyar karte ho na?”

Arnav got up and moved to Adi’s side of the bed. “Kisi ko jealousy ho rahi hai?”

Adi shook his head, but then immediately settled onto his brother’s lap. Arnav gently ran his fingers through Adi’s hair. “I love you too, Adi. Tum dono mein mere liye koi farq nahi hai, Bachcha. Dono mere hi bachche ho. Bas Ayu bada hai, aur tu chhota.”

Adi looked up at him. “Main jealous nahi ho raha, Bhaiya. Mujhe pata hai aap mujhse bhi utna hi pyar karte ho. We are very lucky to have you, Bhaiya.”

Arnav’s heart melted, but he shook his head. “Makkhan lagana band kar aur sojaa. Kal college bhi jaana hai.”

Adi straightened up, startled. “College kaise? Big-B ki tabiyat theek nahi hai. Mujhe unke paas rehna hai.”

“Hum sab hain tere Big-B ka khayal rakhne ke liye.” Arnav did not let him argue. “You are going to college tomorrow.”

“Par....”

Arnav’s tone grew stern. “Adi, no arguments. Maine ab tak tujhe force nahi kiya na? Ab Ayu ghar par hai, you don’t have to skip college anymore. Waise bhi bohot saari classes miss ho chuki hain. You are going to college tomorrow.”

Adi muttered. “Itna padh ke kya karunga main, Bhaiya? Banna toh singer hi hai.”

Arnav chuckled. “Padha-likha singer ban. Aage chalke yeh degree tere bohot kaam aayegi. You can run your own music company, Bachcha. Think big.”

Adi tried again. “Par....”

“Maar khani hai?”

Adi glared at him, but wisely stayed quiet. He knew better than to cross Arnav.

“Aankhein band kar, neend aa jayegi.”

Adi hugged him tightly and gradually drifted off to sleep. Arnav covered him properly and moved back to the couch. He couldn’t stay away from Ayu. He knew his brother too well. That boy bothered no one, and he’d never admit to hurting. Someone had to take care of his unspoken needs.

Arnav was just beginning to fall into a deep, dreamless sleep when the faintest of whimpers pierced the quiet of the night. He leaped out of the couch and saw Ayu thrashing and twisting beneath the covers, clearly caught in a terrible nightmare. His soft whimpers filled the room.

With a rush, Arnav seized Ayu’s hands, stopping him from further harm. He could hear Ayu’s frantic heart beat and pull the boy into his arms. Ayu woke up with a start, his whole body drenched in sweat.

The fear in Ayu’s eyes tugged at Arnav’s heartstrings. “Phir se wahi sapna?”

Ayu nodded silently.

Arnav helped him sit. Ayu glanced at Adi, who was sleeping peacefully on his side of the bed. The beach incident played relentlessly in his dreams, a recurring nightmare where the crushing waves and his brothers’ cries were sounds he could not escape, nor could he save them.

He reminded himself it was only a dream. Both his Bhaiya and his kid brother were safe. Arnav handed him a glass of water, along with some pills.

Ayu winced at the sight of the medicines.

“Le le, Bachcha. It’ll help you sleep.”

Ayu reluctantly gulped them down.

“Now close your eyes and think about good things. Sab theek hai. You have nothing to worry about.”

Ayu closed his eyes, but the image of Naina pointing a gun at Arnav flashed before his eyes. He opened his eyes with a start, the sudden movement sending waves of pain through his body. Arnav noticed him wince and held his hand until the pain subsided.

“Tujhe yaad hai hum Mumma ke saath har summer Nainital jaate the?”

Ayu gave a faint smile. “Haan, Mumma ke friends se milne. She never missed a single reunion.”

“And you never missed a single opportunity to play in the snow.”

Ayu let out a soft chuckle. “I love snow, Bhaiya. I miss Nainital.”

Arnav ruffled his hair. “Tu theek ho ja, phir sab milke jaayenge Nainital. Adi ne toh abhi tak dekha bhi nahi hai. You two can have lots of fun.”

“Sab saath chalenge?”

Arnav nodded his head. “Haan, saath chalenge. We will take a family vacation.”

Ayu’s smile deepened. “Bohot mazaa aayega. December mein chalte hain, hamesha ki tarah.”

“Hamesha ki tarah.”

Ayu bobbed his head.

Arnav’s voice, warm and nostalgic as he recounted their joyful childhood memories, lulled Ayu back to sleep. The cheerful sounds of laughter and snowball fights replaced the incident’s haunting nightmares. Arnav’s soothing words, a gentle balm to his troubled soul, calmed his racing heart, bringing a sense of tranquility. 
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ANIRUDH WAS SLEEPING in his room when he woke up suddenly, his heart racing. He felt a desperate urge to see Ayu, so he rushed to his brother’s room. He paused at the door when he saw Arnav and Ayu talking. The love on Arnav’s face was visible for all to see. Anirudh wondered how Arnav loved them all so deeply. Where did he find so much love to give?

Arnav noticed him and got up from Ayu’s bedside. His younger brother had already drifted off.

Arnav held Anirudh’s hand and guided him outside. “Tu soya nahi abhi tak?”

Anirudh palmed his face. “Neend hi nahi aa rahi hai, Bhaiya. Aankhein band karta hoon toh bas wahi sab yaad aata hai. Ayu ka khoon se latpat chehra meri aankhon ke saamne se hat hi nahi raha. I wish I could get over it.”

Arnav hugged him tightly, understanding the feeling all too well. He was going through the same phase. “Let out your fear in your art, Ani. Give it a form. Pour your emotions into your sculptures. Let the pain drive you. Once you express it, you’ll get past it.”

Anirudh looked up, surprised.

Arnav ruffled his hair. “Mujhe pata hai art is your language of expression. Make it your strength. Let it soothe you, Bachcha.”

Anirudh hugged him back. Arnav always knew how to pacify his fears. But who would pacify Arnav? He held on, giving all the comfort he could. They only had each other.
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AYU HATED THE RESTRICTIONS on his freedom. Arnav was unwavering in his decision to keep Ayu in bed, and that led to fights between the brothers. Ayu only attempted once to venture out on his own, but the scolding he received was enough to convince him to obey his brother’s command. Arnav could be pretty mean when he wanted to be.

After one such screaming match between the brothers, Adi sat beside Ayu, trying to soothe him. “Kyun itni zidh kartey ho, Big-B? Phir se daant pad gayi na?”

Ayu huffed, turning away in frustration.

“Aaj kaunsa kaand kar diya?”

Ayu shot him an annoyed glare. “Bhaiya ko daantne ke liye koi bahana chahiye, bas.”

Adi shook his head in amusement. “Aapko daant khane ke liye bahana chahiye. Kyun pareshaan kar rahe ho aap Bhaiya ko? Aapke liye hi woh office nahi ja rahe hain. Unhe achchhe se pata hai ki aap kisi ki nahi sunoge.”

“Hitler.”

Adi let out a soft chuckle. “Koi movie dekhein?”

“Teri aur meri choices match nahi hoti.”

“Koi baat nahi, aap batao kaunsi movie dekhni hai. Main wahi laga deta hoon.”

“Nahi chahiye. Poori movie tu complain karta rahega.”

“Nahi karunga, sach mein.” Adi promised. “Batao toh sahi aapko kaunsi movie dekhni hai?”

Ayu picked up a movie. Adi winced inwardly. It was a lame movie. Ayu chose it on purpose to bug him. He was bored enough to amuse himself at Adi’s expense.

Despite his dislike, Adi reluctantly put on the movie and sat beside him. The expected complaints never came. Ayu watched as Adi silently peeled oranges, as if the movie did not bother him in the least. The younger brother he knew would never have done that. What was going on with him?

Adi offered Ayu the oranges, but Ayu refused to eat. So, Adi took it upon himself to feed him. Ayu winced, but accepted a few bites.

The movie dragged on for two hours, and not once did Adi complain. Ayu’s worry increased. Adi felt like a stranger.

“Kuchh aur dekhna hai aapko?” Adi asked after they were done with the movie.

Ayu glanced at the clock. The clock hadn’t yet struck seven, but the heaviness of sleep already weighed on his eyelids.

“Neend aa rahi hai aapko?”

Ayu gave him a tired nod.

“Main soup le aata hoon.”

Adi tried to get up, but Ayu grabbed his hand and stopped him. He did not like the docile Adi. His Adi was a troublemaker, and he loved the brat. “Main theek hoon, Adi. Kyun itna pareshaan ho raha hai?”

“Aap theek ho jao pehle, phir koi pareshaan nahi hoga.” Adi leaned into his touch.

“Adi, tu please aise behave mat kar. Tu demands karta hai, wahi tujh par suit karta hai. Mujhe itna understanding Adi nahi chahiye. Mujhe toh woh purana wala Adi chahiye. Jo mujhse jhagda karta tha, jo taane maarta tha, jo apni baat manvane ke liye kuchh bhi kar sakta tha. Woh hai mera Adi. Yeh toh koi stranger lag raha hai, mera bhai kahan chala gaya?”

“Apne Bhai ki jaan bachane ke liye aapne apni jaan ki baazi laga di.” Adi’s voice shook with emotion. “Kya main apne Bhai ke liye itna bhi nahi kar sakta? Aapko purana Adi chahiye na, Big-B? Woh tabhi wapis aayega jab ose uske purane wale Big-B wapis milenge. Yeh patient ka role mere Big-B ko suit nahi karta. Get well soon, please.”

Ayu wanted to pull him into a hug, but Adi stopped him. “No hugging for a month. Doctor’s orders.”

“Bhaad mein gaye doctor ke orders.” Ayu’s eyes blazed. “Mujhe hug chahiye.”

Adi sighed. “Theek hai, but aap relax karo. Don’t exert yourself, okay?”

Ayu leaned back into the pillows. Adi bent down and wrapped his arms around Ayu gently, careful not to hurt him.

“Abey, ise kaun hug kehta hai?” Ayu grumbled.

“Bas ab aise hi hugs milenge jab tak aap poori tarah theek nahi ho jaate.” Adi pulled back and tapped at Ayu’s nose. “So get well soon, okay?”

Ayu sighed and leaned back, defeated. There was no arguing with his overprotective brothers. Deep down, he knew he would have done the same if their positions were reversed. He understood their love and respected them enough to comply with their wishes. His surgery terrified them. They needed reassurance. He was willing to do whatever they asked. Even if he hated it!
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​Chapter 2
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Adi’s one flaw was his uncontrolled tongue. He couldn’t rein it in, especially around Arnav. That is the reason they fought so often. Adi’s actions were unchecked, a stark contrast to Arnav’s decisive and unwavering stance.

When Arnav spoke about self-defense classes, Adi lost his cool. He hated physical activity of any kind. He would never willingly put himself through such torture.

The air crackled with tension as Adi and Arnav glared at each other, oblivious to Ayu and Anirudh’s amusement. Anirudh wanted to see how much Arnav could take before snapping at Adi. The man was always exceptionally patient with the boy. If he were in Adi’s place, Arnav would have made his ears ring, but Adi almost always got away with everything.

“Mujhe koi self-defense classes nahi leni.” Adi hissed. “Mujhe koi zarurat nahi hai self-defense seekhne ki. Itne lakhon kharch karke aap bodyguards aur security team ko kyun rakh rahe ho? Unka kaam hai mujhe protect karna, woh karenge mujhe protect.”

Ayu bit his lip to hide his smile. Adi could test the patience of a saint.

Arnav’s eyes glinted with anger. “Aditya Oberoi, listen to me carefully. Self-defense classes bahut zaroori hain. Tere Bhaiyu aur Big-B ne bhi li hain, tu bhi lega. Safety first. I will not compromise on safety. You will be taking classes starting today. Trainer aa raha hai, go get ready.”

“I will not get ready. Aap mujhe force nahi kar sakte. Mujhe nahi seekhna yeh sab.” Adi sat down, refusing to budge.

Anirudh saw Arnav about to lose it and jumped in to protect Adi. “Woh bas aise hi bachpana kar raha hai, Bhaiya. Aap kyun uski bekaar ki baaton mein aa rahe hain? Woh lega classes, aap shaant ho jaaiye.”

Adi gave Anirudh a sulky look. “Nahi lena, Bhaiyu. Mujhe pasand nahi yeh sab. Kya zaroorat hai yeh sab karne ki?”

Arnav took a step towards Adi. Anirudh came between them and whacked Adi before Arnav could react.

“Kyun maara mujhe?” Adi rubbed at the sting, shooting Anirudh an angry glare.

Anirudh felt like pulling his hair out. Adi did not realize he was showing a red flag to a raging bull. Arnav would never compromise on their safety. Never! Anirudh had done the same thing 10 years back, and what Arnav did with him was a story best forgotten. It still gave him the shivers. Arnav Oberoi’s wrath was difficult to handle.

“Bhaiya tere bhale ke liye keh rahe hain, Adi. Hamari life mein aksar security threats aate hain. We cannot afford to take things for granted. Security hamesha hamare saath toh nahi ho sakti na?”

“Agar aisa hai toh aap Bhaiya se kaho mere bodyguard ko hata dene ko.” Adi refused to give in. “Phir seekhunga main woh stupid self-defense.”

Arnav was furious. “Hato, Anirudh. Ise pyaar ki bhasha nahi samajh aati. Ise toh bas maar ki bhasha samajh aati hai.”

“Aap maroge tab bhi nahi loonga main classes. I WILL NOT  TAKE THE CLASSES.”

Arnav’s eyes sizzled with anger. He was about to snap when Ayu yelped in pain. Arnav’s anger was replaced by concern in a second. He rushed to Ayu’s side, his eyes filled with worry. “Kya ho gaya, Bachcha?”

Anirudh bit his lip to stop himself from laughing. Ayu faked the groan to divert Arnav to save Adi. If not for Ayu, Adi would have suffered the consequences of his misbehavior.

Ayu reached for his brother’s hand. “Bas thoda sa dard ho raha hai, Bhaiya.”

Arnav grabbed some painkillers from the cabinet and gave them to him with a glass of water. Ayu winced, but took them without complaint.

“Kuch khaaya tune?”

Ayu shook his head. “Soup kitna piyunga, Bhaiya? Nahi ho raha mujhse.”

Arnav sighed. He could understand Ayu’s problem. “Achchha, theek hai. Abeer ne kaha hai ki tu spiceless food kha sakta hai. No parathas, but mashed rice is allowed. Dalma khayega?”

Ayu hated dalma, but after two weeks of nothing but soup, he would take it gladly. “Aap banaoge toh khaunga.”

Arnav gently caressed his face. “Main bana deta hoon. Tu aaram kar tab tak.”

Ayu bobbed his head. Arnav walked out of the room. Ayu and Anirudh waited until Arnav was out of earshot to pounce on Adi.

“Tera dimag kaha rehta hai, Adi?” Anirudh whacked him again. “Abhi maar pad jaati tujhe.”

Adi sulked. “Mujhe nahi leni defense classes.”

Ayu shot him an exasperated look. “Kyun nahi leni classes? Koi reason toh hoga na?”

“Arey!  Mujhe nahi leni, yaar.” Adi huffed. “Subah-subah kaun uthega? Kaun karega itni exercise? Yeh sab kis liye? I don’t want to do it. Aap dono kisi bhi tarah se Hitler ko samjha do. Mujhe nahi leni toh nahi leni.”

“Adi, bas kar.” Ayu scolded. “Bhaiya sahi keh rahe hain. Self-defense is a necessary skill. We need to learn to protect ourselves.”

“Bodyguards kis liye hain?”

Ayu’s eyes glinted. “Kahan the bodyguards jab Naina ne humpe attack kiya? Jab Arun ne tumpe attack kiya? Jab un gundo ne Bhaiyu pe attack kiya? Jab hamara kidnap hua? Adi, zarurat ke time pe hum kisi doosre pe rely nahi kar sakte hain. We have to take care of ourselves.”

“Arey, par....”

Ayu’s anger sparked. “Har baat pe behas karna zaruri hai kya, Adi? Hum sab kya tere dushman hain jo tera bura chahenge? Kyun nahi samajhta tu? Aahhhhhhhh!”

In his agitation, he moved without thinking, pressing his injured arm against his side. Pain shot through his body making him wince. Anirudh and Adi rushed to help him.

“Ayu, tujhse kitni baar kaha hai, do not exert yourself.” Anirudh scolded as he helped him sit comfortably. “Main iss gadhe se baat kar raha tha na?”

Ayu huffed, trying hard not to wince again. “Yeh kahan aapki baat sun raha tha, Bhaiyu? Ise toh bas....” He could not finish his sentence as pain waves rocked through his body.

Adi reached for Ayu’s hands. “Achchha, theek hai. Aap gussa mat karo. Main le lunga woh stupid classes. Bhaiya jo kahenge woh maan lunga. Aap please iss tarah upset mat ho jao. I am sorry.”

Ayu nodded his head. “Bhaiya ko pareshaan mat kar. Woh pehle se bohot stress mein hain. Unhe tab tak chain nahi aayega jab tak unhe yakeen nahi aa jaata ki tu apni protection khud kar sakta hai. Apne liye mat kar, Bhaiya ke liye kar de. Please.”

Adi’s eyes misted over. His Big-B was right. He did not have to do it for himself, but he could do it for his Bhaiya!
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ARNAV WAS COOKING IN the kitchen when he felt a pair of arms encircle his waist. He did not have to turn to know who it was.

“Kya chahiye tujhe ab?”

Adi pressed his cheek against his brother’s back. “Sorry.”

Arnav turned around, and Adi snuggled up to him. “Kis liye?”

“Aap se behas karne ke liye.”

Arnav’s eyebrows shot up in amusement. “Woh toh din mein tu das baar karta hai. Kitni baar sorry bolega?”

Adi huffed. “Iss baar bol raha hoon na, toh chup chap sun lo bas.”

Arnav shook his head and got back to cooking.

“Kab aa raha hai aapka woh stupid trainer?”

Arnav’s eyes widened in surprise. What changed his mind so quickly? He was prepared to drag the boy down to the gym. Whatever it was, Arnav was glad for the change. “Ek ghante mein.” His voice did not betray his surprise.

“Agar maine training li, toh badle mein mujhe kya milega?” Adi tugged at Arnav’s kurta to gain his attention.

“Self-defense skills.”

Adi looked up with a pout. “Bhaiyyyaaaaa.” He whined.

Arnav let out a soft chuckle and ruffled his hair: “Kya chahiye tujhe?”

“Next month Goa mein ek rock concert hai.” Adi chose his words carefully. “Mere sabhi dost jaa rahe hain. Mujhe bhi jaana hai.”

“Toh jaa na. Kisne mana kiya hai?”

“Akele.”

Arnav stiffened. Adi never went anywhere without Ayu or Anirudh. Arnav made sure of that.

“Please na, Bhaiya. College mein sab mujhe tease karte rehte hain ki main kabhi akele nahi jaata. Ek baar ke liye permission de do na. Sach mein koi gadbad nahi karunga.”

Arnav wanted to refuse, but he knew he had to give the boy space to grow up. Both Anirudh and Ayu were allowed to go out on their own at Adi’s age. Adi deserved to enjoy his own freedom. Arnav needed to let go.

It was not easy, but Arnav forced himself to relent. “Kitne din ka trip hai?”

Adi was surprised that Arnav did not refuse. He quickly overcame the shock and blurted out. “Char din. Promise, Bhaiya, koi stupidity nahi karunga. Aapko ek bhi complaint nahi aayegi. Please jaane do mujhe.”

Arnav could see the longing in Adi’s eyes and gave in. “Agar tu is ek mahine mein koi gadbad nahi karega, toh tu jaa sakta hai.”

Adi’s eyes lit up with joy. “Sachchi?”

Arnav nodded his head. Adi hugged him tightly. Arnav gently patted his back and stepped back from the embrace. “But one small complaint from college, and the deal is off, Adi. Jaana hai toh behave yourself. No getting into fights, no bunking classes, and good grades. Those are my conditions.”

Adi nodded his head, but then his brows furrowed into a frown. “Aapse behas kar sakta hoon?”

“Jaise woh tu karna chhod dega?”

Adi sulked, but then flashed a smile. “Nahi chhod sakta. Aap se behas karne mein mujhe bahut mazaa aata hai.”

Arnav raised his eyebrows. “Aur maar khane mein?”

Adi looked away.

“Chal ja aur ready ho ja ab. Tera trainer aa raha hoga.”

Adi huffed. “Haan, ja raha hoon. Aaj mere liye kuchh achchha banao khane mein, itni mehnat jo karne wala hoon.”

“Ji, Aditya ji. Aur koi farmaish?”

Arnav’s sarcasm was wasted on Adi. “Haan, aur mere liye gajar ka halwa bhi bana do. Bohut mann kar raha hai.”

“Aur kuchh?”

“Filhaal ke liye itna kaafi hai. Aise mat dekho mujhe.” Adi shook his head. “Main Bhaiyu nahi hoon jo aapke taano se pareshaan ho jaoon. Mujhe aapke taane bhi achchhe lagte hain. Aap jaldi se kaam pe lag jao. Mujhe khana theek time par chahiye.”

Arnav lunged forward, but Adi skipped away, laughing. “Bola na, Bhaiya, main Bhaiyu nahi hoon. Mujhe pata hai aap kab kaise react karoge. Chalo, ab aap apna kaam karo. Main ready hoke aata hoon.”

Adi ran away before Arnav could throw the spatula at him. Arnav smiled. That kid knew him like the back of his hand!
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AYU WAS HALFWAY THROUGH his breakfast when Priya and Arnav entered his room. Priya had to leave for court. There was a very important case, and the hearing could not be postponed any further. For two weeks, she’d sidelined her cases, letting them pile up on her desk. Priya had to go back to work, but was worried about Ayu.

Ayu smiled when he saw the black court in her hand. He was glad that she was going back to work. “Ready ho gaye aap?”

Priya nodded. “Are you sure, Ayu? I can stay back. Case itna bhi important nahi hai.”

“Uff ho! Bhabhi. Bhaiya aur Bhaiyu hain ghar pe. Aap kyun pareshaan ho rahe ho? I will manage.”

Priya could not stop worrying. “Par Bachcha, agar tujhe khane ka mann hua toh?”

“Bhaiya kis liye hain?”

Arnav shook his head. He was reduced to the role of a chef by his brothers.

Priya smiled in amusement. “Kuchh bhi chahiye toh apne Bhaiya aur Bhaiyu se poochho. Don’t exert yourself, okay?”

Ayu kissed her hand softly. She looked after him so well he never even missed his mother. She was truly his mother!

“Reh lega na?”

Ayu nodded his head.

Arnav gave her a gentle nudge. “Ab jo kaam karne aayi ho woh toh kar do.”

Priya gave a nod and opened the jewelry box she’d brought with her. Ayu looked at the chain and gasped. It had broken on the day of the incident. With a gentle touch, Priya removed the chain from the box and clasped it around his neck.

“Yeh hamesha teri raksha karega. Khush reh, Bachcha.”

Ayu wanted to hug her, but Priya stopped him and kissed his forehead. “Kuchh din aur, okay? Phir tujhe jitne hugs chahiye utne le lena.”

Ayu gave her a sad smile. He needed the hug. Priya understood the unspoken plea and carefully wrapped her arms around the boy. Ayu wanted to deepen the hug, but she gently pulled back. “Nawab Sahab kahan hai?”

As if on cue, Adi rushed inside with a cheerful smile on his face. Before he left for college, he wanted to see his Big-B. He saw Priya and engulfed her in a bear hug.

“College ke liye late ho raha hoon, byeeee.” Adi planted a sound kiss on Priya’s cheek, making her laugh.

He would have run away, but Priya grabbed his hand and stopped him.

“Late ho raha hoon, Bhabhi.”

“Ek minute, baba.”

She took out another chain from the case and clasped it around Adi’s neck.

“Yeh kya hai?”

“Tere Bhaiya ki chain hai, unke Bachche ke liye.”

Adi’s eyes widened in surprise. “Mere liye?”

“Nahi toh aur kiske liye?” She kissed his forehead. “Bhagwan kare tujhe kisi ki nazar na lage.”

Adi looked back at the chain. It was the same chain that Arnav had given to Ayu as a replacement. The doctor told them that the locket had saved Ayu’s life. If the locket hadn’t deflected the bullet, Ayu would have taken the bullet right to his heart. It was a good luck charm!

“Nahi, Bhabhi. Yeh Bhaiya ki hai. Yeh unka good luck charm hai. Ispe toh Anshu ka haq hai.”

Arnav held Adi’s hand and silenced him. “Haq tera bhi utna hi hai, Adi. Agar tujhe model pasand nahi hai toh...”

Adi hugged him and stopped him mid-sentence. He was too overwhelmed to say anything else.

Priya gently pulled him back from her husband’s embrace. “Chal, college ke liye der ho rahi hai.”

Adi had to blink back tears. Arnav went over and above to compensate for his father’s lack of interest. He did not know if he could ever repay the love, but he would try his best.

Priya and Arnav found Anirudh in his studio, where he’d holed himself up for 48 hours. Anirudh saw them come in and rose to his feet. His body protested at the sudden movement. Anirudh could feel the aches in his bones. He needed to sleep.

Arnav noticed his grimace and lost his cool. “Phir se, Anirudh? Tu kab sudhrega?”

Anirudh hid a tired yawn. Priya came between the brothers before Arnav could yell at him. “Ho gaya tumhara sculpture complete?”

Anirudh nodded his head. Priya’s eyes drifted to the sculpture. Anirudh had breathed life into the angel he carved. Its wings, delicately detailed, cradled the child in a protective embrace.

Priya wanted an angel to look after her children.

Anirudh noticed the look in her eyes and gave her a gentle nudge. “Kaisi lagi?”

“Bohot hi khoobsurat. I want this.”

Anirudh was surprised by the request. She had never asked before.

“Main ise rakh loon?”

“Aap chaho toh yahaan ke saare sculptures rakh lo. Sab aapke hi hain.”

Priya hugged him. Anirudh savored her embrace. He missed her for the last two weeks. Ayu demanded so much of her attention that he barely spoke with her. Priya gently let go of him and took the case from Arnav. A frown creased Anirudh’s face as Priya carefully lifted a gold chain from the velvet-lined box.

“Yeh kya hai?”

Priya made him sit on the chair. “Mujhe pata hai tumhe bhagwan pe khaas vishwas nahi hai, par mujhe hai. Yeh Devi Maa ka hai, tumhare liye mangwaya hai. Pehen lo.”

“Bhabhi....”

Priya did not let him protest. “Maa ki chain hai. Mana mat karo, Anirudh. Please, mere khatir pehen lo.”

Anirudh gave in. His mother had tried multiple times to convince him to wear a chain, but he never budged. Anirudh was not into jewelry, but with Priya, he could never say no.

Priya clasped the chain around his neck: “Yeh hamesha tumhari raksha karegi. Maa ka ashirwad hai.”

Anirudh pulled her back into his embrace. He knew it was a mother’s blessing. Not only the Devi Maa’s, but hers as well. He would never remove it. Anirudh loved her enough to respect her beliefs.

Arnav moved away to give them privacy. Only with Priya did Anirudh express his true emotions. His brother needed to cry. Anirudh was bottling up his pain. Only Priya could help him.
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AYU WAS ABOUT TO DRIFT off to sleep, when his phone suddenly rang, startling him. Arnav forbade the gadget’s use, but relented, letting him keep it for emergencies. Ayu was tempted to use it, but he knew he would have hell to pay if Arnav caught him in the act, so he used it for its original boring purpose- taking and making calls!

Ayu saw Mr. Saaha’s number and frowned. Arnav did not want him taking business calls, but Mr. Saaha was a trusted employee. Ayu felt compelled to answer his call. “Yes, Mr. Saaha?”

His frown deepened as Mr. Saaha told him everything.

“Main Bhaiya se baat karta hoon.”

Ayu disconnected the call and got down from the bed. Pain shot through his body. He was in no shape to walk around, but he needed to talk to his brother. He braced himself and took another step forward when Anirudh walked in.

“Kya kar raha hai, Ayu?” Anirudh rushed to help him. “Tujhe bed rest ka matlab samajh mein nahi aata hai kya?”

Ayu leaned on him for support. “Bhaiya kahan hai, Bhaiyu? Mujhe unse baat karni hai.”

Anirudh helped him back onto the bed. “Leta reh. Bhaiya se baat hi karni thi toh tu unhe phone karke nahi bula sakta tha?”

“Baad mein daant lena aap. Pehle Bhaiya ko bula lao. Mujhe unse zaruri baat karni hai.”

Anirudh grabbed his phone and texted Arnav. He did not want to leave Ayu alone. The boy could not be trusted on his own.

Arnav rushed into the room, his brow marred with worry. “Kya hua, Ani?”

“Aapke laadle ko aapse baat karni hai.” Anirudh wisely kept Ayu’s stunt to himself. Arnav would not take it kindly.

“Kya baat karni hai tujhe?” Arnav sat down beside Ayu.

“Aapne Mehta Industries ka contract kyun reject kar diya?” Ayu came straight to the point. “Woh bahut prestigious contract hai, Bhaiya....”

Arnav was furious. “Saaha ne phone kiya tujhe?”

Ayu sighed. “Kisi ne bhi phone kiya ho, baat toh wahi hai na? Itna bada contract aap haath se kaise jaane de sakte ho? It’s not correct.”

“Ayu, that contract is not important. Is waqt humein us contract ki zarurat nahi hai. Tu in sab mein mat pad. Take rest.”

Arnav rose, but Ayu grabbed his arm and stopped him from leaving. “Aap kab tak mere liye business ko sideline karte rahenge, Bhaiya? Karodon ka nuksaan ho chuka hai. I am okay now. Aap jao office.”

“I don’t care about the losses, Ayu.” Arnav sounded firm.

“Aapko kya ho gaya hai, Bhaiya? Do hafte se aap office nahi jaa rahe ho. I am absolutely fine now. Please aap jao office, and don’t let this contract go.”

Arnav’s eyes glinted with anger. “Maine kaha na, contract zaruri nahi hai. Stop arguing about it.”

Ayu got annoyed and sat upright. “Kaise zaruri nahi hai....” The pain silenced him.

“Kya ho gaya, Bachcha?” Arnav held him to his chest.

Ayu’s eyes filled with tears of pain. Arnav reached for the pills, but Ayu was in extreme agony. He gripped Arnav’s hand tightly. The pain terrified him.

Arnav wiped the sweat from his brow. “Relax, Ayu. Kuchh nahi hua hai, Bachcha. Sab theek hai.”

Ayu’s breath hitched. Anirudh panicked. It was the onset of an asthma attack. He reached for the inhaler immediately and helped Ayu take a few puffs. The exertion left Ayu gasping, and he lost consciousness, terrifying his brothers.

Anirudh’s face lost all color. “Kya ho gaya ise, Bhaiya?”

“Abeer ko phone karo, abhi.”

Anirudh called Abeer. Arnav tried his best to bring Ayu back to consciousness, but the boy did not open his eyes. Arnav’s heart pounded in his chest. “Ayu, Bachcha, aankhein khol. Kyun daraa raha hai Bhaiya ko? Please, aankhein khol na.”

Ayu did not respond.

Arnav tried sprinkling water on his face, but even that did not work. He was on the verge of tears when Abeer rushed inside.

Arnav gently released Ayu, making space for Abeer to check on him.

Abeer took his vitals and sighed in relief. Anirudh’s call terrified him. “Dard ki wajah se behosh hai. Kya hua tha? Did he exert himself?”

Arnav palmed his face. “Humari behas hui thi. I was arguing with him. He had an asthma attack and lost consciousness.”

Abeer shook his head in disappointment. “Arnav, uski halat dekho ek baar. Kya zarurat thi usse behas karne ki? Maan lo uski baat. Jo bhi chahiye de do, say yes to everything. Waise bhi Ayu bahut samajhdar hai. Kuchh galat toh nahi kahega na?”

Arnav nodded his head.

“Kuchh din Arnav, let him not stress about anything.” Abeer patted his back. “He should not be exerting himself. Agar ghar pe koi problem bhi aaye toh us tak aane mat do. Keep him happy. That’s how he will heal faster.”

“Ose hosh kab aayega, Bhai?” Anirudh could not keep the worry from his voice.

“Maine injection de diya hai. Do teen ghante mein hosh aa jayega. Just make sure this doesn’t happen again.”

“I will take care, Abeer.” Arnav assured him. “Thank you for coming so fast.”

“No problem. Waise bhi main tumse milne aane wala tha. I was on the way when Ani called.”

Arnav gave him a questioning look.

“Hum kal US wapas ja rahe hain. Maine Ayu ki case history Dr. Mehrotra ko de di hai. He will take over. He is the best we have. Tumhe chinta karne ki zarurat nahi hai.”

“Itni jaldi?” Arnav frowned. “Hum toh Aryan se mile bhi nahi. Adi was looking forward to the meeting.”

Abeer gave him a tight smile. “Next time, Arnav. Mom ki tabiyat theek nahi hai. We need to go back.”

“Oh! How is she now? Everything okay?”

“Haan, BP issues hain. Aru ko dekhengi toh theek ho jayengi. Nothing to worry about.”

Arnav nodded his head. Abeer said his goodbyes and left. The brothers were too worried about Ayu to even think about Aryan and Abeer.

Arnav sat back beside Ayu and gently caressed his hair. “Sorry, Bachcha. Mujhe behas nahi karni chahiye thi.”

“Aapki galti nahi thi, Bhaiya.” Anirudh placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. “Ayu aise hi pareshaan ho gaya. Hosh mein aaye toh pyaar se aap use samjha dena. Samajh jayega.”

“Har baat toh samajhta hai mera Bachcha. Bahut samajhdar ho gaya hai. Somewhere I miss my old Ayu. Uski shararatein, uski muskurahat, uska chulbulapan. Sab kahin gum sa ho gaya. He has a lot of time to grow up, Ani. I don’t want him to become me.”

Anirudh understood what his brother was saying. Ayu was taking too much upon himself at a very young age. Even he did not wish for the boy to grow up so quickly. He could only wish that the old Ayu would come back. If anyone could do it, it was their Adi. He needed to talk to the boy.
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