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​Prologue
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Anirudh looked at the sculpture he had been working on for two days. It was finally gaining shape. His brother's angelic face smiled back at him. His eyes, silent and deep, held an ocean of understanding within them. He wished he could recreate the warmth in them. By the age of 25, he had managed to make a name for himself in the world of art. Some magazines even titled him as the god of art. People believed that he could breathe life into his sculptures, but at that moment, he wished he was talented enough to capture Arnav Oberoi’s essence in the sculpture. He wondered if any sculptor could do justice to a face like that.

Arnav Oberoi. He closed his exhausted eyes and ran his fingers through his curly mop. His fingers shook as he recalled the accident. He had almost lost his brother on that fateful night. The car had collided with a truck, leaving his brother covered in blood. It was a miracle that he made it alive. The thought of losing Arnav was unbearable. He was not just his elder brother; he was the only father he had. The man had raised him and given him everything good in life. He never failed to be grateful to him.

Even when he brought home the boy, he had continued to be grateful. The boy! He did not want to think about the boy. Aditya Oberoi had no bearing on his life. He was his father’s illegitimate child. His brother had given a promise to their dying father to look after him. The boy was nothing more than the burden of that promise. A ‘vachan’ (Promise) that could not be broken. He could not be anything more. He would never be anything more.

Anirudh got down from the work stool. He had been seated for hours. His back was killing him; his six-feet frame protested as he released the kinks from his body. He walked to the sink to wash his face. He splashed cold water on his face and looked up at the mirror. His tired amber eyes stared back at him. The boy looked at him with those same eyes, the eyes he hated with a passion. They were a constant reminder that he was his father’s son. The only thing that he inherited from his disinterested father. Anirudh wished he had inherited his mother’s eyes. The thought of being bound to Sushant Oberoi in any way did not sit well with him. He hated him, but even hate was a very strong emotion. That man did not deserve any emotion from him.

He had been 14 when Sushant Oberoi walked out on them. He could never forget that fateful night. It was the most horrible night of his life. He wanted to shut down the memory, but his mind replayed it in vivid detail for him.

The house was filled with an eerie silence. Anirudh looked at Sushant Oberoi in shock. Anirudh closed his eyes. He could see his mother’s hazel eyes fill with pain and betrayal as his father told her what he had done! She looked at him and then at his Bhaiya. Arnav hadn't spoken a word. He was sitting  there staring at his father with a devastated expression. He knew how much his Bhaiya admired their father. He was his hero. Sushant was a very different person with Arnav. He absolutely adored his firstborn.

Anirudh could still feel his blood boil over. He would have lashed out at his old man if not for Arnav. He could never upset his brother. He respected him a little too much. Where Sushant had failed, Arnav had succeeded. Anirudh had always looked up to Arnav more than his own father.

Little Ayu was snuggling up to Arnav. He looked too sleepy, and he was far too young to understand the gravity of their father's words. At nine, his world revolved around action figures and Arnav. Another child Sushant sired but refused to love.

His mother was not shocked with Sushant's revelations, nor was he. Things changed a lot after Ayu's birth. His father had been drifting away. He never showed any interest in their family. Ayu hardly ever saw him.

His mother had been prepared for the news, but still, it hit her hard. She gave up her career, her ambitions to raise his children. She made his world her world. She lived and breathed for him, and in the end, he betrayed her.

Sushant looked at his wife, his eyes devoid of remorse. Devoid of any emotion. "Kavya, I cannot run away from my responsibility. That child needs me. He is mine. I cannot leave him behind. I need to get him home."

Kavya was stunned.

"The boy is only 5, Kavya, please understand, he needs me."

"Woh bachha aapka nazayaz beta hai Sushant (You are talking about your illegitimate child, Sushant)," Kavya’s voice was laced with hurt.

"It was a mistake, Kavya,” Sushant blurted out, “please trust me, I never meant for this to happen."

"It's not a mistake, Sushant, it is a betrayal. I cannot live with your betrayal."

“What do you want, Kavya?"

Kavya looked at him with tear-filled eyes. "How can you do this to me, Sushant? Look at our children, do they deserve this?"

"Don't drag the kids into this, Kavya," Sushant hissed.

Anirudh could not stay silent any longer. "Don’t you dare take that tone with Mumma, Dad. She is right. How could you betray Mom?"

"Stay out of this, Anirudh. You are too young to understand anything," Sushant yelled in anger.

"What is there not to understand, Dad? You slept with another woman..."

"ANIRUDH!" Arnav’s voice boomed. He never tolerated disrespect to elders. Though Anirudh did not think his father deserved the respect, he still took a reluctant step back.

"Is this what you taught the kids, Kavya?” Sushant accused. “Look at the way he behaves."

"Sorry to say it, Dad, but you did not teach me any different,” Anirudh could not rein his anger. “Why blame Mom for your faults? You are neither a good husband nor a good father."

Sushant's hand shot up in anger, but before he could hit Anirudh, Arnav stopped him, shocking Sushant. Arnav had never defied him before. He had always been the ideal obedient son. Anirudh was as surprised as Sushant. It was the first time he had seen his brother stand up to their father.

"Leave my hand, Arnav. He needs to be taught a lesson."

Arnav pushed Anirudh behind his back protectively. "You will not punish my brother for your faults, Dad. I will not let you do it."

Sushant took a step back in shock.

"What you did was wrong, Dad. You cannot silence us anymore."

"Arnav, that child is my responsibility..."

"Exactly, Dad. Your responsibility. Mom has made her feelings very clear; she doesn't want that child in our home. Respect her decision."

"That boy is only 5, Arnav. What do you want me to do? Turn away from him."

Anirudh was hurt. Ayu was only nine; the boys were too close in age. No child that age deserved to be alone, but he understood his mother's pain. No woman deserved that kind of disrespect.

“Choose, Sushant,” Kavya’s voice was heavy with tears, “You cannot have both, your family and that boy. If you cannot let go of the boy, you will need to let go of us.”

"I can't, he is my son." Sushant protested.

Kavya closed her eyes. "Then the decision is made. Let's divorce."

Arnav and Anirudh were shocked.

"Think about the children, Kavya. It's not just about us." Sushant pleaded.

Kavya did not listen. The husband and wife fought bitterly. Arnav dragged Anirudh out from there, bringing him to his room and making him sit down.

"Are you okay, Ani?" His voice filled with gentleness.

Anirudh looked up at him with tear-filled eyes. “Why did Dad do it, Bhaiya? How can he choose the child over us? How?”

Arnav gently pulled Anirudh into a one-armed hug. "Ani, don't cry, please. What Dad did is unacceptable, but he still loves us, bacha..."

Anirudh got up angrily. "You will always take Dad’s side no matter what, Bhaiya. He betrayed Mom! And you still say he loves us?"

“Anirudh...”

Anirudh held Arnav's hand, a new fear gripping him. He knew how much his brother admired their father. If their parents separated, would Arnav leave them too?

"What happened, Ani? Why are you looking at me that way?"

"If Dad leaves, will you leave with him?"

“Ani?"

"You love Dad a lot. You will choose him over us, right?" Tears were swimming in Anirudh's eyes. All his life, he had relied on Arnav for guidance. The thought of losing his brother paralyzed him.

Arnav saw him panic and gently pulled him into a warm hug. "Ani, no matter what happens, I will never leave my family behind. I love you guys a lot. I cannot live without you. If it does come to a choice, I will always choose you and our family."

Anirudh was still apprehensive. "Sachie (really)?” His voice quivered.

Arnav wiped his tears. "I give you my word, Ani. I will never walk away."

And Arnav fulfilled that promise. Their parents separated and then divorced. Arnav stood by their family like a rock. He saw them through their grief, guided them in times of need, showed them the right path, and showered them with all the love they needed. Arnav became their lifeline, their anchor. In the end, he fought with death to uphold that promise.

If he had lost Arnav in the accident, he would not have just lost a brother; he would have lost his father all over again!

Tears swam in Anirudh’s eyes. It had been a very close call. They had all been lucky. He had resented it when his brother brought home Aditya because of a promise he could not break. But he had just realized that Arnav always kept his promises. Arnav turned his life around to raise them; he never asked anything in return. Even now, he was fulfilling his duties silently without a single complaint. Anirudh could no longer let his Bhaiya shoulder the burden alone. He was no longer the 15-year-old; he was a grown-up man. It was time to share his Bhaiya’s responsibilities! The boy could not mean anything to him, but he was his Bhaiya’s responsibility- that made him his responsibility. He would never shy away from his responsibility. He was Anirudh Oberoi, and he was ready to embrace his role in the family. 
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ANIRUDH WAS WORKING in his studio when Adi and Ayu came running inside. For a second, annoyance flared, but he squashed it down immediately. Arnav had been discharged from the hospital after a week. If he yelled at the boys, they would go running to him with complaints. He could not take that risk. His brother needed to rest.
He never understood why the boys preferred his studio when Aditya had a perfectly good studio of his own. Aditya collided with his workbench and hissed in pain. Anirudh had had enough. He removed his glasses and marched straight to him. He gently pulled Aditya by his uninjured arm and made him sit on the chair.

"Stay put, Aditya.” he scolded. “The doctor asked you to rest, is this your idea of bed rest?”

Aditya gave him a charming smile. “Bade fikar ho rahe hain aapko mere Bhaiyu? (Are you worried for me, Bhaiyu?)”

Anirudh took a deep calming breath. How could he hold himself back when Adi smiled at him like that? The boy made things very difficult for him. Adi hugged him and buried his face in his midriff, surprising Anirudh. He looked at Ayu, puzzled by Aditya’s reaction. Ayu gestured to him to return the hug. Anirudh hesitated but, in the end, gently embraced Aditya, careful of his injured arm.

"I missed annoying you, Bhaiyu." Aditya whispered.

Anirudh glared at him. Aditya reserved the brat side only for him. He was an angel in Arnav’s presence.

He tried to pull back, but Aditya deepened the embrace. Anirudh shook his head. He knew Aditya very well. He annoyed him only when he wanted something.

“What do you want now, Nawab Sahab?” Aditya made a face. He hated the nickname. Anirudh had taken to calling him that since the moment he stepped out of the hospital. He just did not know why.

“Why do you call me that, Bhaiyu? I hate that name.” Aditya whined.

“Then stop behaving like a pampered prince. Tell me, what do you want?”

“You are being mean, Bhaiyu.” 

"Will you speak, or are you planning on spending the day annoying me?"

Aditya huffed, but then gave him a charming smile, "I want to go back to school, Bhaiyu."

Ayu’s eyes widened in surprise. Anirudh gave him a look of disbelief. "You are supposed to be on bed rest, Aditya."

"Please, Bhaiyu," Aditya held his hand and pleaded. “I am getting bored at home.”

"No, Adi, you are not well. You should be resting. No school for a week." Anirudh dictated the law.

"But I will get bored, Bhaiyu. Then I will have to annoy you to kill time. Fair warning, Bhaiyu. You will not like having me around." Anirudh prayed for patience. He knew Aditya was not kidding. Aditya would make it a point to annoy him just to make him agree, but he couldn't give in. Aditya needed to rest.

He glared at Aditya. The boy returned it with a sweet smile. Gone were the days when he could scare the kid with one look, Anirudh lamented. He wished he could put some much-needed fear into Aditya. But it was not meant to be.

“Pretty please, Bhaiyu.” Aditya tried again.

"No school for a week, that's final." Anirudh declared.

Aditya was annoyed that his plan failed. Anirudh ignored him and went back to his work. Aditya started messing with his sculptures just to annoy him on principle. Anirudh saw what he was doing and took a deep calming breath. He had his work cut out for him, but he could not give in. He repeated the mantra to himself over and over again, hoping that Aditya would stop. In the end, Aditya did. He was too exhausted to continue with his endeavors. He let out a very tired yawn.

Ayu, who had been sitting in the corner studying, put his books aside and dragged Aditya to his room to sleep. Anirudh sighed in relief. A few hours, and he was ready to pull out his hair. He wondered how his Bhaiya handled all the teenage aggression without breaking a sweat. It required patience; it was not easy, but he was willing to learn.

That night after dinner, Arnav walked into Anirudh's room, looking for him. Anirudh was engrossed in working on a sketch. An image had formed in his mind and refused to leave him in peace. He needed to capture it just right. Anirudh was so focused on his work that he did not realize when Arnav entered the room. Arnav patiently waited for Anirudh to finish. He had seen Anirudh immersed in his sketches countless times, but he could never forget the first time he witnessed Anirudh's passion for sketching. Eighteen years had passed, and yet Arnav vividly remembered that day. 

Anirudh had gone missing after Arnav scolded him. Arnav needed to spend time with Ayu, but Anirudh insisted on playing, leading to a scolding from Arnav. Worried for his brother, Arnav went in search of Anirudh.

Ayu's birth had changed Anirudh; he became silent and kept to himself. Arnav felt guilty for scolding him, but at that time, their mother was sick, with no one to assist her with Ayu. Once Ayu was asleep, Arnav sought out Anirudh and found him in his room, sitting on the bed with his nose buried in a book, scribbling away. Anirudh was completely unaware of Arnav's presence.

Arnav didn't disturb him; he patiently waited until Anirudh finished. Anirudh smiled, admiring his handiwork, and signed his name at the end of the page with great pride. Arnav waited until he was done and then grabbed the book. Anirudh looked startled. "Bhaiya, when did you come?" He fidgeted with his fingers nervously.

"I came when you were busy scribbling. What do you do with the book the whole day, Ani? What secrets are you hiding?" He teased. The seven-year-old Anirudh tried to grab the book back from him.

Arnav chuckled; Anirudh looked cute when he acted stubborn. "So you have secrets from me now?" He coaxed gently. Anirudh let go of the book reluctantly. Arnav knew he would do just that. They had made a pact to never have any secrets between them. Even at 7, Anirudh took his words very seriously.

Arnav opened the sketchbook. His eyes widened in shock. It was a neatly drawn sketch of a young boy holding on to a much younger boy. Anirudh had taken great pains to get every detail correct. It was like seeing himself in a mirror. Anirudh had got everything perfectly right. The sketch was slightly rough, but to Arnav’s inexperienced eyes, it looked perfect.

He flipped the sketchbook; it was filled with beautiful sketches. Some were of objects, some of scenes, and some of their family! Arnav was filled with pride!

"You sketched these?" He looked at Anirudh for confirmation.

Anirudh bobbed his head. His face flushed in embarrassment. "They are just some dumb sketches, Bhaiya..."

"They are not dumb, Ani.” Arnav cut him off immediately. “They are great. I love them. You are very talented."

Anirudh's face lit up with a smile. "Sachie? (Really?)"

Arnav ruffled his hair and hugged him. After seeing the sketches, he got a hunch of what troubled his brother. "Why is there no sketch of Ayu, Ani?"

Anirudh pulled back from Arnav's arms. Arnav could see the green-eyed monster dancing in his little eyes. He knew what Anirudh was feeling. He had gone through the same insecurities when Anirudh was born. His mother had given him assurances that helped him embrace Anirudh wholeheartedly. He could give the same to Anirudh. He held his hands and spoke gently.

"When you were born, Ani, I didn't like all the attention you were getting. You were taking away Mom’s time, and I didn't like it at all."

Anirudh looked surprised. "But you love me a lot, Bhaiya."

"I do now. But back then, you were a baby. You used to cry a lot, and I did not like it."

"Then?"

Arnav put a friendly arm on his shoulder. "Then you started growing up and following me around, calling me 'Bhaiya'. It felt good to have a friend around. I did not have to play on my own anymore. You were always there.” Anirudh smiled, Arnav’s tone turned serious.

“Ani, when we make space for a new member in our family, it does not mean we take away that space from someone else. I still love you, baccha. Nothing changed between us."

"But you only spend time with Ayu. Even today, you were with him."

"Let me put it this way, Ani. How would you feel if I don't talk to you or avoid you?"

Anirudh was upset."I wouldn't like it. Why would you do that?"

"I will never do it to you, Ani, but you are doing the same with Ayu. He's just a baby; he won't understand now. But as he grows up, he will realize that his Bhaiyu doesn’t like him much. How will that make him feel?"

Anirudh sighed. "I get it, I shouldn't be jealous."

"Jealousy is allowed, Ani.” Arnav ruffled his hair gently. “But hurting someone or making yourself sad in jealousy is not allowed. You and Ayu both are equally important to me. I can't bear to see either of you sad."

Anirudh lowered his head. "I am sorry, Bhaiya. I won't do this again."

"It's okay, Ani. I am sorry, too."

"For what?"

"For yelling at you this morning. I should have understood that you wanted to spend time with me."

"It’s okay, Bhaiya, I was being stubborn. You don’t have to say sorry."

"Okay, but let me make it up to you."

Anirudh looked at him surprised.

"How about joining an art class?"

Anirudh was shocked. "What?"

"Art class, Ani. You sketch very well. Art classes will help you hone your talent." Anirudh eagerly nodded. "I will talk to mom about it.” Arnav promised. Anirudh hugged him happily. He spoke to his mother that very night. His mother agreed. There was no looking back for Anirudh after that. His talent excelled as he explored his skills. He made a name for himself and became a legend in his field. Arnav would always be proud of the man Anirudh had become.

A gentle wind gushed inside, startling Arnav from his thoughts. Anirudh had left the windows open, as he always did. He looked at Anirudh. He was signing the sketch, a clear indication that he was done. Arnav reached for his sketch. Anirudh looked up, surprised. "Bhaiya?"

Arnav looked at the sketch. A smile bloomed on his face when he saw Aditya’s face staring back from the sketchpad. Anirudh had captured the contours of Aditya’s face perfectly. He had taken great care to get the smile just right. He looked at Anirudh. For a man who insisted that Aditya meant nothing to him, the sketch was a dead giveaway. Anirudh's art always bared his emotions. It never lied. He traced Aditya’s sketch gently. Even in the sketch, the boy was playing a guitar. As art was Anirudh’s solace, music was Aditya's. They were so different and yet the same.

"He looks very innocent, don’t you think so?"

Anirudh looked away. Arnav sighed. He wished Anirudh would stop deceiving himself. However, he let the topic go. Relationships could not be forced; they needed to be built. Aditya and Anirudh needed to build their own bond. He would never interfere.

"Don't worry, I didn't come to discuss Aditya."

Anirudh gave him a wary look.

Arnav put the sketch aside and looked at Anirudh. "How are you holding up, Ani?"

Anirudh remained silent.

“I know what you must have gone through when I met with the accident, and yet you stood like a pillar for our family. Believe me, I am incredibly proud of you. But you do not have to be strong now. I am here, Ani, talk to me, please. It’s not healthy to bottle up all the pain.”

Anirudh closed his eyes against the tears that threatened to spill over. He didn't realize how much he was holding back until Arnav confronted him. What Arnav said was true; a part of him was terrified. "If something happened to you..."

He couldn't even finish his sentence; the very thought was unbearable.

"Nothing happened, Ani. Don't do this to yourself. A lot could have happened, but it did not happen. Every incident brings with it a lesson. It reminded us how much we love each other. It showed us that if we stand united, no enemy can stand against us. You protected Aditya from Mrs. Rathod, Ani.”

Anirudh stiffened. The mention of Mrs. Rathod filled him with disgust. Mrs. Rathod was Aditya’s biological maternal aunt. Aditya’s mother died giving birth to him. He was left in his maternal uncle’s care. Aditya’s childhood was a lesson in abuse. In a way, his father had saved the boy by taking up his responsibility. After his father’s demise, Aditya’s maternal uncle Arun Malhotra came to claim Aditya’s custody. They had to fight tooth and nail to keep the boy away from the monster. They had thought they succeeded when Shanti Rathod descended on their lives. She wanted the same thing her brother wanted: Aditya’s custody. The Malhotra siblings disgusted him. He just could not understand their greed or ego. Aditya was 15. He had the right to decide where he wanted to stay. Mrs. Rathod refused to accept that. She had even managed to get temporary guardianship and would have taken Aditya away if not for Priya’s preemptive actions.

“You did not have to, Ani.” Arnav squeezed his hands gently. “But you comforted him when he was vulnerable. You put your feelings aside and helped the boy. I am grateful...”

“He is your responsibility, Bhaiya, which makes him mine too.”

“He is much more than a responsibility to me, Ani.”

Anirudh stiffened. Arnav did not press further.

“It’s okay; I will not pressurize you. Sleep. You look exhausted. For two weeks, you have been handling everything. Take a break now.”

Anirudh gave a tired smile. "I didn't have to do much, Bhaiya. Bhabhi managed everything. Without her, we would have been lost. She is the best thing that happened to us, Bhaiya. We are very lucky to have her."

"Oberois are blessed with the best women; it's just our destiny. We always get the best.” Arnav gave a teasing smile. “Someday, someone equally wonderful will come into your life... I can't wait for that to happen."

Anirudh rolled his eyes. "No woman can hold a torch to Bhabhi, and I am not looking for a woman anytime soon, so stop dropping hints."

Arnav raised his hands in surrender. He had a lot of time to change Anirudh's mind. Right now, his brother needed to catch up on his sleep. He wished him goodnight and left. Anirudh looked back at the sketch and put it away. It was just a random sketch, he told himself. The boy did not matter.
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Aditya hated winters. There was nothing to like about them. The air was chilled, the weather gloomy, and the trees devoid of greenery. It did not help that he was confined to the home against his wishes. Arnav refused to let him go to school. He was bored but couldn't bug Anirudh. His Bhaiyu was working on an important sculpture. Aditya knew he would be welcome in Bhaiyu's studio anytime, but he had been warned not to disturb Anirudh. He was running out of options.

He sat by the window sill, staring at the rose garden that his Bhabhi loved so much. He was feeling dejected when a tune started playing in his mind. He was desperate to capture it before it was gone. He quietly escaped to his studio.

The doctor had cautioned him against playing the guitar until his hand healed. He knew he should not be taking risks, but he could not help himself. The tune dominated everything else. He quietly closed the studio door behind him. For once, he wished his brother had soundproofed it. It would have given him the privacy he craved.

He grabbed his guitar and caressed it with reverence. He had missed his buddy a lot. His Bhaiya refused to let him play until he got the all-clear from the doctor. That was why he had to sneak behind his Bhaiya’s back. He strummed a note and winced in pain. It was more difficult than he thought. His hand was killing him, but he had to do what he had to do. The tune refused to leave him in peace.

––––––––
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ARNAV WAS MAKING HIMSELF a cup of coffee when the most melodious tune echoed in the mansion. A smile automatically graced his lips. His brother was very talented, but the smile faded away when he realized that Aditya was playing the guitar. He was furious. The doctor had specifically warned Aditya to take rest. Why couldn't the boy listen? He marched towards Aditya's studio in anger.

Aditya was so focused on getting the tune right that he did not hear Arnav walking into the studio. The first thing that Arnav noticed was Aditya flinching in pain, adding fuel to his anger.

"ADITYA!" Arnav’s voice boomed.

Aditya looked startled. Arnav never raised his voice. He put the guitar down and rose immediately. He knew he was in trouble.

"What were you doing?" Aditya flinched. Arnav only reserved this tone for insolent employees. Aditya, who only ever saw his loving side, felt his eyes watering up. He could not even look at his brother. His silence only fueled Arnav's anger.

"Look at me when I talk to you, Aditya."

“Were you not warned about the complications of straining your hand, Aditya? Why are you acting so stubborn?" Arnav didn't realize the intensity of his anger. Aditya was too scared to respond.

Anirudh rushed inside when he heard Arnav’s raised voice. Taking one look at Aditya's frightened expression, he understood the situation. He did not understand why Aditya could not do as he was told. It was as if Aditya lived to chase trouble. He could see the concern behind his brother's anger. Aditya was taking a reckless risk. It could delay his recovery or even create further complications. Aditya was too young to recognize the consequences of his careless actions.

Anirudh gently pulled Arnav back. He could see the fear lurking in Aditya’s eyes. The boy was braced for a blow. After months with them, Aditya was still apprehensive. If his Bhaiya saw the look in Aditya’s eyes, he would be needlessly hurt. He came between the boy and his Bhaiya. Aditya needed time to realize that it was Arnav who was scolding him, and Arnav needed time to school his anger.

“What did Nawab Sahab do now?” Anirudh tried for a lighter note.

"Ask him,” Arnav seethed in anger.

“Talk, Adi,” Anirudh coaxed. Aditya looked down. Anirudh placed a comforting arm across his shoulders, offering him silent understanding. Aditya leaned into the familiar warmth. For a minute, he had been paralyzed with fear. Anirudh’s presence helped him deal with the fear. He knew his Bhaiya would never hurt him. He was trying his best to let go of his fears, but he often faltered.

Anirudh gently nudged him towards Arnav.

“Sorry Bhaiya,” Aditya managed to speak, “I just wanted to record a tune. Please don't be angry. I couldn't stop myself; the tune would not leave me in peace...."

“Is the tune more important than your health, Aditya?”

“Bhaiya.....”

Arnav stopped him, showing his palm.

"Hand me your guitar."

Aditya took a step back and shook his head furiously. He loved his guitar. He could not give it up. He would take any punishment but that.

"I said hand me your guitar." Arnav’s tone was so firm that Aditya complied immediately.

Arnav grabbed the guitar and gave Aditya a stern look, "I trusted you to behave, Aditya, but it's obvious you don't deserve that trust. I will not let you compromise your health. You will not have music privileges for a month. Go to your room and rest."

"Please, Bhaiya, I am really sorry....."

“I know you are sorry, Aditya, but I also know that you will not listen. This is the only way you will rest.”

“Bhaiya.....”

“Not a word more, Aditya. You are in enough trouble already. Don’t make it worse for yourself. Go rest.”

Arnav walked away before Aditya could start arguing. Aditya sat down dejectedly. Tears of frustration rolled down his cheeks; he wiped them away furiously. The tune still refused to leave him at peace.

Anirudh sat beside him. “You know you were not supposed to play, Aditya? What were you thinking? You could have sprained your hand, bacha."

"I just wanted to capture the tune, Bhaiyu,” Aditya gave him a frustrated look, “Even now, my fingers are itching to get it right. I know I should not be doing it,  Bhaiyu, but I cannot help it. Bhaiya will not understand, Bhaiyu. Please talk to him. I cannot live without my music. It will drive me crazy. I know I made him mad; I will apologize. I will take any punishment he dishes out, Bhaiyu. Just ask him to give me the guitar back. Please."

Anirudh understood his plight. When inspiration strikes, it cannot be ignored. As an artist, he knew that very well. But as a brother, he knew that no inspiration was worth compromising health or safety. Aditya was too young to understand that. Where Aditya saw Arnav’s anger, he saw only an elder brother’s concern. Aditya needed to learn the difference between anger and concern. Usually, he left the parenting to his Bhaiya and Bhabhi. They excelled in it, but he heard a trace of resentment in Aditya’s voice that needed to be addressed early. Suppressed feelings often led to bitterness in relationships. Neither his Bhaiya nor Aditya deserved it.

"Music is very important to you, Adi, is it not?" He spoke gently.

"Music is my life, Bhaiyu." Aditya’s voice was filled with passion. His amber eyes sparkled with emotion. For the first time, Anirudh did not see a reflection of his father in those eyes; he just saw an innocent boy who was struggling to make the best of his life. “I cannot live without music.”

Anirudh took Aditya's uninjured hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. "Then do yourself a favor, Adi. Stop gambling with your life."

Aditya looked confused.

"Do you want to tune your own songs, or do you plan on letting others tune it for you?"

"I want to do it myself, Bhaiyu. Why are you asking?"

"Because a guitarist's greatest assets are his hands. The strength and flexibility in his hands determine the flow of music. What you did today could have damaged your hand even further. Do you realize that?"

Aditya was taken aback. He never thought about it.

“You only saw Bhaiya’s anger, Adi. Let me tell you the reason behind it. He was worried for you. Yelling at you didn't bring him any joy, Aditya. Bhaiya loves you a lot, bacha. When he saw you in pain, he must have been scared for you. You are too innocent to understand the consequences, but he is not. It was his concern that took the form of anger. Do you understand what I am saying?"

Aditya looked down guiltily.

“The role of a guardian is never easy, Adi. Bhaiya has to put your safety before your happiness. Disciplining us is never easy for him, but he still does it because he knows there is no one else to take care of us. It's not easy for him, bacha. At least, appreciate that concern, Adi. Take care of yourself."

Aditya bobbed his head. His eyes misted. He understood where he had gone wrong. His Bhaiyu explained with so much love; he was grateful. Anirudh wiped the moisture from his eyes. "These tears are Bhaiya’s weakness. Stop crying."

“How will I pacify him? What if he does not want to talk to me? What if he thinks I am too much trouble, what if.....” Anirudh gently whacked him into silence.

“Always the overthinker. When kids go wrong, adults punish them. It's called parenting. Just because he punished you does not mean he loves you any less, Adi. Give him time to cool off and then approach him. I am sure he will listen to you. Bhaiya will understand Adi; you just need to talk to him. Tell him how you are feeling. He will definitely find a solution that will work for both of you. All you have to do is trust Bhaiya. Can you do that, Adi?”

Aditya bobbed his head. Anirudh sighed in relief. At fifteen, he did not remember being so understanding. The boy had a very pure soul. He was glad that everything sorted itself out.
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THE TALK WITH ADITYA made Anirudh realize that Arnav needed to also understand Aditya’s fears. Arnav had always been a strict but fair guardian. With Aditya, he was relenting a lot, but the boy needed to be handled with care. Arnav Oberoi could be imposing without meaning to. Someone needed to tell him that.

With the decision made, he walked into Arnav’s study unannounced. Arnav glared at him. Anirudh ignored the glare, walked to him, and handed him a glass of water. He knew the look in his brother's eyes very well. He was very upset. Arnav did not reach for the glass.

"He's a kid, Bhaiya.” Anirudh gently nudged the glass towards Arnav, “He doesn't know what's right or wrong. You didn't have to yell at him."

"He was told specifically not to strain his hand, Anirudh.” Arnav's eyes glinted, “Which part of NO does he not understand?"

Anirudh forcefully put the glass in his brother's hands, "Calm down, Bhaiya. Your BP must be skyrocketing."

Arnav glared at him. Anirudh did not back down until he gave in and took a sip. Anirudh reached for the blood thinners and handed them to Arnav. It was not Aditya alone who was advised to rest. His Bhaiya had been given the same instructions, but he chose to ignore them.

“Rules are not different for you, Bhaiya. Practice what you preach. You are supposed to be resting, not working yourself to the grave.”

Arnav sighed. Anirudh was right in reprimanding him. He was disregarding the doctor's advice. He had no right to yell at Aditya when he was doing the same.

"You made him cry for no reason.” Anirudh stated once he was sure his brother had calmed down. “He was just trying to capture that tune; he was trying to tell you just that. You were too upset to listen."

“Don’t justify his actions, Anirudh. He could have hurt himself....”

Anirudh sighed, "I understand your anger, Bhaiya. He was wrong. But I also understand his point of view. He's an artist. When inspiration strikes, he can't resist it. I can't explain to you how that feels. You just have to get it right immediately, or you will not be at peace with yourself. You cannot resist the call, Bhaiya.... Am I making sense?"

Arnav sighed. He did not understand it, but he understood what Anirudh was trying to explain. "That doesn't mean I can just let him do what he wants. At least for two weeks, he needs to take care of himself, right, Ani?"

"I agree, Bhaiya. I am not here to give you parenting advice. You have handled me and Ayu; you know how to handle Aditya. All I'm saying is don't be too angry at him. He wasn't disobeying your instructions; he just couldn't stop himself. There's a difference. Do you realize how scary you sounded back there? Can you tone down a little next time? He is only 15, Bhaiya, and he cannot take the same liberties with you that we did.”

“Meaning he cannot tell me to get lost?”

“Bingo!” Anirudh smiled; he knew his Bhaiya was smart. He just needed a gentle push. “He was trying very hard not to cry, Bhaiya. Go talk to him. You've scolded him, and only you can pacify him."

"And his tears trouble you, Ani? Is that why you are here?"

Anirudh looked away.

"Your actions say one thing, and your words say another, Ani. Aditya means a lot to you." Anirudh tried to deny it, but Arnav cut him off. "Don't deny it. I'm not buying the act anymore. The fact that you're standing here defending him tells me everything."

Anirudh didn't want to have that conversation. He was not ready. He would never be ready. "I have work in the studio.” He rose in a hurry. “I will meet you at dinner."

Arnav didn't stop him. Anirudh rushed away. Arnav looked at the guitar he took from Aditya. He still stood by his statement; nothing came before health. But he also understood why Aditya defied him. He needed to find a compromise. He could not let the kid risk his health.
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ARNAV WALKED INTO ADITYA'S room to talk to him, but he found him sleeping. Arnav went to him and covered him properly. He felt guilty for shouting at him; he should have controlled his temper. Anirudh was right; the boy was too young to take his anger. He brushed the hair from Aditya’s face and saw the tear stains. Aditya had cried himself to sleep. That did not sit well with Arnav.

Aditya had a very troubled childhood. Arnav realized he had to be a little patient with him. He couldn't give in to Aditya’s craziness, but he could get him the help he needed. He let the boy sleep and called Prithvi Singhania. Prithvi was his best friend; whenever he was distressed, it was Prithvi who became his sounding board. But this time, he needed his best friend to become Aditya's sounding board. He was glad Prithvi was mentoring Aditya. Prithvi won the Voice of the Nation competition and became the country’s first rockstar when he was only 21. By the age of 25, he had made a name for himself in the world of business. He ran a successful chain of restaurants across India. His young friend was multi-talented. It did not hurt that he was incredibly kind and patient. Arnav could not have found a better mentor for Aditya.
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WHEN ADITI WOKE UP, Ayu dragged him down to the hall where everyone was seated. Priya saw Adi's dull face and looked at Ayu; she was sure he would know what was troubling Adi. Ayu looked pointedly at Arnav. Priya sighed. Adi’s penchant for seeking trouble often landed him in a tough spot with Arnav. It was becoming their new normal. Six months ago, when she saw the boy, she had never dreamed that one day he would come to accept them wholeheartedly. Adi surprised her with his resilience. In her experience, victims of abuse found it hard to trust. Adi proved to be an exception to the rule. The boy’s ability to smile despite what happened to him was nothing short of a miracle in itself.

She shot her husband an annoyed look. He was a good man, but he was a very overprotective guardian. Aditya had to learn to stand up for himself, or Arnav would walk all over him, albeit unknowingly.

Arnav saw them come and walked up to Aditya. The boy looked down. He pushed his chin up with gentle fingers.

"Aab itna naraz hai ke apne Bhaiya ke taraf bhi nahi dekhega? (So now, you don’t want to talk to your Bhaiya? Did I upset you that much, bacha?)"

“You were upset Bhaiya. Why will I be upset with you?" He sounded so sad that Arnav could not resist pulling him into a gentle hug.

“I am sorry I yelled at you, bacha. When I saw you with the guitar....."

"You got worried. I get it, Bhaiya. I am sorry I did not listen. I just couldn't stop myself. That tune is still in my mind. What should I do?"

Priya looked at the brothers. She understood both their perspectives but couldn't risk Aditya's health. "Adi, tunes will keep coming to you, bacha. Let it go this time. Once your hand is better, you can create as many tunes as you want. Your brother won't stop you."

Aditya nodded, but his sadness was palpable. Arnav ruffled his hair, hoping to see a smile; when he got none, he gave up.

“Prithvi is coming over in a few minutes. Do you want to greet your mentor with a long face?”

Aditya looked at him shocked, “Prithvi sir is coming? Here now? Why did you not tell me before, Bhaiya?” His face flushed. 

Prithvi Singhania was his idol, his inspiration. He wanted to follow in his footsteps. When Prithvi was assigned as his mentor through the school mentorship program, he was elated. What thrilled him more was that Prithvi was his Bhaiya’s best friend. That made him almost family. Being related to Prithvi Singhania in any way was an honor to him. Adi did not wish to greet his mentor looking like an unkempt hog. His hair was disheveled, and his clothes wrinkled. He had not even cared to wash his face. He ran upstairs to change. Arnav smiled; he was glad he made the call. He was sure Prithvi would be successful in putting the smile back on Aditya’s face. That is all he wanted.
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WHEN ADITYA CAME DOWN, Prithvi was waiting for him in the hall. Aditya greeted Prithvi politely.

“How are you doing, Aditya?” Prithvi asked with an encouraging smile.

“Fine sir,” Aditya replied shyly.

“Bhai, Adi, not sir.” Arnav corrected gently.

Aditya bobbed his head. It still felt surreal. The man he had idolized all his life was his mentor. He could talk to him whenever he wanted.

"Why don’t you show your mentor your music room Adi? I am sure he would like to see it." Arnav nudged him gently.

Aditya nodded his head and looked at Prithvi.

“After you, young man,” Prithvi said with a smile. Aditya led him to the music room, his personal heaven. The one place where he could let go and live.

Prithvi looked at the music studio and was impressed. Arnav had done a great job of remodeling the playroom. No singer could ask for anything more. The walls were decorated with paintings. The studio housed an array of music instruments. Arnav had not spared any expense to provide the best for Aditya, but what made the room stand out was the wall painting. Someone had taken a lot of pain to provide the perfect backdrop for a teenager to work.

“Anirudh?” He voiced his suspicion.

"Bhaiyu painted it for me. No one can do it better than him." The pride in his voice was unmistakable.

Prithvi admired the wall for a few seconds more before picking up the guitar that was placed on the table nearby.

“Shall we start?” He asked with a smile.

Aditya looked at the guitar surprised. His brother had taken it away in the morning; he did not think he would give it back so soon. Arnav Oberoi never relented on a punishment. He wondered what changed his mind.

“Adi, come on. Sit.” Prithvi coaxed. Aditya sat down without a word.

“So, let's get the tune out of your head and onto a paper. Tonight, I will be playing your assistant, not your mentor.”

“Bhaiya told you about it?” Aditya looked down, flushed.

“There is nothing to be embarrassed about, Aditya. Every artist goes through these phases. I understand completely. You cannot strain your hand now. Let me help you. Shall we begin?”

Aditya nodded his head. He took a deep breath, gathered courage, and hummed the tune.

Prithvi tried his best to get the tune right, but Aditya was not satisfied.

“Can we try C-Major Bhai?” He looked frustrated.

Prithvi understood the frustration; he had faced it many times. It stemmed from the passion to just get the tune right.

"Try singing, Adi. It will help."

Aditya closed his eyes again. The song just came to him; he had been working on the lyrics in his head the whole day. His voice was ethereal. Prithvi could not get enough of it. He had worked with many singers, but none of them had ever touched his heart. Aditya’s voice casted magic. One day, he would outshine every singer in the industry. Prithvi could bet on it.

Aditya smiled as Prithvi got the notes just right. He was lucky to get help from the best. They both spoke the same language. The symphony was just perfect. His voice pitched up a note in happiness. Prithvi looked at Aditya, and his smile said it all. They got the tune perfectly. He was glad he could help.

Aditya rushed out of the studio looking for Priya. He found her in the dining room, setting up the table. He grabbed the dishes from her hand, dumped them down, and hugged her gently. His happiness was contagious. Priya pulled back from his embrace with a smile, “I see someone finally got their tune right?”

Aditya gave her a happy smile. “Where is Bhaiya?” 

Just then, Arnav walked in with Anirudh. Aditya rushed in to hug him. Arnav had to hold on to Anirudh to regain balance. Aditya tightened his grip. Arnav was worried about his injured arm, "Adi, be careful; you will hurt yourself again." 

"I am sorry, Bhaiya.” Aditya looked at him earnestly. “I am really sorry. I have troubled you a lot today."

"Forget about it, Adi. Did you compose your tune?" 

Aditya nodded. 

"Then why the long face?" 

"Because I made you worry. I am really bad." 

"Adi, enough,” Arnav gently corrected him. “We agreed not to talk this way, remember? You didn't trouble me; you acted without thinking, and for that, you got scolded. Now, don't repeat it. Let’s not discuss this anymore. Let's have dinner."

Arnav took a step forward, but Aditya stopped him. "Thank you, Bhaiya." 

"For what?"

"For understanding my problem. You were upset with me, but still, you understood my problem. Thank you for...” Arnav shook his head. 

"This 'thank you' belongs to your Bhaiyu, not me." Aditya looked confused. Anirudh flushed red. He did not want Aditya to find out. He had done nothing.

"Ani came to talk to me. He's the one who made me understand. So if you want to thank someone, thank him, not me." 

Aditya looked at Anirudh. 

“Don’t make a big deal of it, Aditya.” Anirudh shrugged it off. “I just told him you were dumb. You don’t have to thank me for that.” 

“Really?” 

Anirudh did not grace his question with an answer and walked away.

Aditya's smile widened. His Bhaiyu had his back. Silent gestures mean more than empty words. His Bhaiyu might never accept the fact that he loves him, but his actions spoke louder than his words. He could live with that knowledge.
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​Chapter 3
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For Aditya, it was the day of freedom. Finally, after two weeks of forced rest, he was given the all-clear to go to school. He was bouncing with excitement. He could not wait to meet his friends. A few months back, he had loathed Asian International. He was constantly bullied there, called names, ostracized, and humiliated. The taboo of being Sushant Oberoi’s illegitimate child did not let him live in peace. Though his siblings had accepted him, society never saw past the truth of his birth. He wanted to leave the school when he had been expelled on unjust grounds. He was glad to get rid of the school, but Arnav showed him a different path. By taking a public stand for him, he made sure everyone knew that Aditya was an Oberoi. Things started changing. Students and faculty treated him with more respect. That was the power of his brother. For Aditya, Arnav was his hero.

Priya saw him waiting for her in the hall and smiled. She had never seen a teenager so enthusiastic to go to school before. “Koi aaj bada khush lag raha hai? (Someone seems very happy today.)" 

Aditya gave her an enthusiastic hug. "Let's go, Bhabhi. We're getting late for school." 

Priya ruffled his hair gently. The smile on his face suited him. She wished he would keep smiling like that forever. They were about to leave when the security manager came to inform her that Advocate Vishal Agnihotri came to meet her. She was surprised by the information.

Advocate Vishal Agnihotri was a very famous criminal lawyer. He was referred to as the ‘Houdini’ of law for a reason; he had never lost a case in his life. At 35, he was named as one of the top fifty influential men in India. He was cool, calculated, and devious. Even though she didn't like the man, she respected him for one reason alone – Vishal Agnihotri always sided with justice. She did not understand what a man like him wanted to do with her. As Aditya was getting late for school, she sent him with the driver and made her way into the study.
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ARNAV LOOKED AT THE man seated across him. He knew Vishal Agnihotri. His reputation preceded him. Dressed impeccably in a well-tailored three-piece suit, Vishal exuded an aura of confidence. His salt-and-pepper hair complemented his chiseled features. His honey-brown eyes, which were observing him carefully, reminded him of a predator. Arnav knew he was not dealing with an ordinary man. He was not prepared to deal with him, but he was in no way intimidated. 

The notice Vishal delivered made his blood boil in fury, but he schooled his features, refusing to give  a reaction.

Vishal Agnihotri waited for Arnav’s reaction. He always enjoyed the shock on a person's face when he personally delivered a court notice. He knew half the battle was won through intimidation. Surprisingly, Arnav Oberoi didn't even flinch. He was intrigued. What kind of man was Arnav Oberoi? He really wanted to know.

The door opened, and Priya walked in. Arnav was never more glad to see his wife. Vishal looked startled to see her. He stood up, as much in shock as in respect. Priyanka Goinka always had his admiration, both inside and outside the courtroom. She was the only heiress to the Goinka empire and still chose to fight for the underprivileged. A woman like that deserved nothing but respect.

"Miss. Goinka, I never expected to meet you here."

Priya took the hand Vishal offered and shook it, "It's Mrs. Oberoi now, Mr. Agnihotri. I am Arnav's wife."

Vishal was surprised by the information. That didn't sit well with him. When he accepted the case, he had not planned on having to fight against her. Arnav handed over the notice to her. Priya lost her smile immediately.

"Thank you for delivering the notice yourself, Mr. Agnihotri,” Priya’s eyes glinted. “I am glad it didn't get lost in the post."

Vishal had a hard time holding back his smile. He always admired her wit. She could put down people with a look and a smile. If he hadn't been spoken for, he would have definitely made a move in her direction. Arnav was a very lucky man.

"It was my duty, Mrs. Oberoi."

"I thought you fought for justice." Priya’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

"And I thought you fought for the underprivileged." Vishal gave back with a smile.

Priya looked him in the eye, "You will not win this, Vishal. Adi humara bacha hai, humare saath hi rahega. (Adi is our child, he will stay with us). You can tell your client that she can forget about visitation rights; I will ensure she never even comes near Aditya. That's a promise, Vishal."

Vishal was taken aback by the vehemence in her voice. "Think about it, Priyanka. My client will be filing for guardianship, and the court will side with her; it's better to negotiate."

"Aditya is 16, Vishal. He is with his family, and he is happy; no court will oversee all these things. I know all your tricks. Do your worst."

Vishal was confused. Why was she so protective of Aditya? He knew for a fact that Aditya was Sushant Oberoi's illegitimate child. There was no love lost between them. Why fight for someone who brings nothing but embarrassment to the family?

"That boy needs a mother, Priyanka. No boy that age should grow up as an orphan."

"Aditya is not an orphan.” Arnav’s voice boomed. “I am still alive, am I not? As long as I am here, Aditya will never be an orphan. If it’s a fight your client wants, I will give it to her. There won’t be any visitation. You can give her my message. Thank you for coming so far."

Vishal knew Arnav meant every word. He didn't take this case because he believed Arnav was not a fit guardian; he took it because he owed Shanti Rathod a favor. He did not know if he was fighting on the right side, but he knew for a fact that Arnav did not love the boy. Aditya was nothing more than a burden of promise to him. A child of Aditya's age needed love; Shanti could give him that. Or so he told himself and walked out.

Priya looked at his retreating back with worry. "Vishal is bad news, Arnav. He is a seasoned lawyer. He is well aware of the loopholes.” Priya’s voice was filled with worry. “He knows where to hit, and he hits hard. We need to be prepared. Things are going to get very ugly in court."

"We need to prepare Aditya. He needs to be strong to face things in court." Priya said.

Arnav looked worried. "Will he need to give his statement again?"

"Let's hope not. Vishal is a man of principle; he won’t drag a boy into court. But he will target all of us. He will try his best to prove that we are not fit guardians. He will dig up your past, Arnav; he will do the same with me and Ani. Nothing will remain personal anymore."

Arnav rubbed his temples; he could feel a headache brewing. Their past was not all roses; they had buried a lot of skeletons. He was not prepared to dig them all, but he did not have any choice. "I can deal with it." Arnav told her, as much as he told himself.

"It’s not just about you, Arnav. Ani and Ayu will also be dragged. Shanti Rathod will do anything to get Aditya's guardianship. If it means destroying our family, she will do it without hesitation or regret."

"I will not let her touch my family.” Arnav’s eyes blazed. “Maybe it is time I paid her a visit."

“You will do nothing like that, Arnav.” Priya forced him to look at her. “One wrong move from our side, and we will lose Aditya. We are dealing with Vishal Agnihotri. If you love Aditya, you will let me handle this. Please.”

Arnav controlled his bubbling fury. He knew she was right, but he still found it hard to control his anger. Six months back, Aditya had been nothing more than a burden of a promise he had given to his dying father. Now, he could not even think about a life without Aditya. The boy had become much more than a brother to him; in his heart, he knew that he was his child. He would never let go of Aditya. No matter what.

Priya held Arnav’s hand gently. “I know what Aditya means to you, Arnav. He is your child,” her voice softened. “That makes him mine too. I will not let anyone take away our child from us. Please trust me.”

Arnav pulled her into his arms gently. He trusted her very much. He forced the fear back and pressed a gentle kiss on her head. She was his anchor; he was lucky to have such a level-headed and smart wife.

“Talk to Ani, Arnav. He needs to know what is happening. We need to tell everyone.”

Arnav nodded his head. They were all in it together. As long as they stood together, no Shanti Rathod could ever win.
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ANIRUDH WAS SHOCKED to hear about the court notice. He thought his Bhabhi had sorted everything. After Arnav’s accident, Shanti Rathod had moved to the court for temporary guardianship. His Bhabhi had to fight tooth and nail to get the stay order on the guardianship. He thought the matter ended there; he could not have been more wrong.

“That witch! She will not listen to reason, Bhaiya. Let’s go pay her a visit.” Anirudh’s eyes glinted in irritation.

“I wish, Ani.” Arnav sat down beside him. “But if we go anywhere near her, it will be a strike against us in court.”

“Talk to Desouza; I am sure he can make her disappear for the right price.”

Arnav sighed. Rudra Desouza Raichand was Arnav’s henchman. There was nothing he wanted that Desouza could not do. But he could not do what Anirudh suggested.

“She is Adi’s family, Ani.”

“Family is supposed to understand you, Bhaiya. Family is supposed to respect your choices. Family is supposed to protect you. That woman can never become anyone’s family. She is too selfish. Her own son calls her ‘Mrs. Rathod,’ Bhaiya. Jo aurat apne bete ke na ho sake, woh kese se kya rishta nibhayegi? (When she could not be a good mother to her son, how will she become a good guardian to Aditya?)”

“She is his mother's sister, Ani. No matter what she is doing now, Adi may want to know her one day. The call of blood is very strong...”

“Bullshit.”

“Anirudh.”

“Relationships are built on mutual trust and respect, Bhaiya. You taught me that. Blood means nothing. If the call of blood was so strong, Sushant Oberoi would never have left us.”

“Dad left us for Aditya, Ani....”

“He left because he could not honor his vows. That is the honest truth. Blood has nothing to do with it. He could not even take care of Aditya.” Anirudh’s voice filled with bitterness. “The boy is so messed up, thanks to Sushant Oberoi. If Shanti Rathod is any indication, I can only imagine what Aditya’s mom must have been like. Must be a .......”

“Don’t, Anirudh. Just don’t.”

Anirudh looked away. He knew he was going overboard, but he could not curb his resentment. His father betrayed his mother with Aditya’s mom.

“That boy will need us now, Ani. I will have to tell him about the guardianship case today.”

“He will not take it well, Bhaiya.” Anirudh palmed his face. Aditya was very sensitive and traumatized. He was just learning to trust them. The case could not come at a worst possible time.

“I will try to break it to him gently.....”

“Let me do it.” Anirudh offered. Arnav looked taken aback. Anirudh made it a point to steer clear of Aditya.

“You are very important to him, Bhaiya. The boy looks up to you. The thought of losing you would be unbearable for him. No matter how gently you put it across, he will get scared. If I do it, he will look up to you for strength. You can give him the assurance he needs. He needs to feel protected now, Bhaiya; only you can do that.”

“And you say you don’t love the boy.” Arnav shook his head in disbelief.

“He is just a kid, Bhaiya. He may mean nothing to me, but he is a kid. He does not deserve to suffer just because he is Sushant Oberoi’s son.”

“Keep telling yourself that, Anirudh. Maybe then one day, you will really believe it.”

Anirudh did not reply. Arnav walked away. At that moment, he was too worried about Aditya to think about anything else.

––––––––
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ANIRUDH WAITED UNTIL they finished dinner to broach the topic. He knew that if he mentioned anything earlier, Aditya would not eat. He did not want that. Priya got dessert for everybody – she made gajar halwa, the favorite of all four brothers. Anirudh hoped the sweetness could somehow alleviate the bitterness of the news.

Aditya and Ayu eagerly reached for their bowls. Priya handed Anirudh his bowl. Their eyes met. He could see the worry in her warm hazel eyes. Their eyes automatically darted towards the boys. Aditya was happily enjoying his dessert, unaware of the impending news. Priya dreaded wiping the smile away from his face.

Anirudh took a deep breath; he would not get a better chance. "Adi, do you remember Mrs. Rathod?”

The spoon slipped from Aditya's hands, and Ayu put down his spoon. Suddenly, the sweet felt very bitter in his mouth. Priya reached for Aditya's hands; she could already see the fear in his eyes.

“Why are you bringing up the woman at the dinner table, Bhaiyu?” Ayu expressed his distaste, “You just killed our appetite.”

Anirudh had eyes only for Aditya. He could see the fear lurking behind his eyes. He was not even breathing. Arnav took in their reactions and placed a comforting hand across Aditya’s shoulder. Aditya visibly relaxed. Anirudh knew he would have the effect; that was the reason why he chose to be the bearer of  bad news. Arnav Oberoi was their hope. They needed him to remain that way.

Aditya took courage and looked at Anirudh. “Why are you asking about her, Bhaiyu?”

"Mrs. Rathod has filed a case for guardianship. Her lawyer came to give the notice today. We need to be prepared for the worst."

Aditya's eyes filled with tears. For him, the worst meant losing his family. Anirudh saw the tears and knew what he was thinking; he lifted his face and forced him to look at him.

“Don’t
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