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Ayushmaan Oberoi found solace in the comforting rhythm of waves crashing against the shore. The sight of the sun rising above the waves never ceased to fill him with awe. Every day, sharp at six, he came jogging to the beach, a habit that he picked up from his Bhaiya.

Jogging along the sandy path, he could feel the curious gazes of passersby fixed on him. Like always, he ignored them. He was an Oberoi, the younger brother of businessman Arnav Oberoi. People recognized their family. It was nothing new to him.

When a camera flashed in his face, Ayushmaan’s auburn eyes glinted with annoyance. Before he could lift a finger, the security took care of the reporter. Ayu shook his head amused, he did not understand the paps’ fascination with his family. He often yearned for some peace, but learned to tolerate their presence.

At nineteen, he was still working on mastering the art of patience. One day soon, he would master the skill, until then he would have to heed to his Bhaiya’s advice.

Lost in the music playing through his headphones, he was in his own world, enjoying the serenity of the moment. Suddenly, a ball flew out of thin air, catching him off guard. With the precision of a seasoned goalkeeper, he caught the ball effortlessly. A group of teenagers playing nearby watched in awe as Ayu skillfully passed the ball back to them. His friendly smile perfectly accentuated his chiseled features.

One boy motioned for him to join, but Ayu politely declined. He couldn’t talk to strangers, which was another downside to his heritage. It was difficult to be an Oberoi, but Ayu embraced his brother’s legacy with pride. He had only one goal in life, to follow in his Bhaiya’s footsteps.

As Ayu made his way back to the car, he spotted two young boys playing with a Spiderman toy. Ayu’s smile grew wider as he observed how adorable they looked, and their conversation only added on to his amusement.

“Tujhe pata hai yeh Spiderman hai, world ka best superhero.” The older of the two boys declared.

“Superhero kya hota hai?” The younger boy’s face contorted into a frown.

“Superhero woh hota hai jo hume protect karta hai, jo humare liye world se fight karta hai, aur jo sabkuch karke bhi end main kuch nahi mangta. Jab tak superhero humere saath hai hume darne ki zarurat nahi hai.”

“Oh!” The younger boy’s eyes danced with excitement, “to mujhe bhi superhero chaiye. Main Dad se kahunga ki mere liye bhi woh superhero le aye, phir superhero mujhe bhi protect karega.”

Ayu chuckled softly, a nostalgic smile playing on his lips as he remembered a time when he had said the exact same thing to his Bhaiyu. Even after nine years had passed, the memory remained etched in his heart. The memory of the day he found his superhero!

It was a regular Monday morning. As always, Ayu prepared himself for another day of school. He packed everything he needed, but he was missing one item. Going to school was out of the question if he didn’t have that one thing.

He barged into his Bhaiyu’s room, frantically searching for his lost item. He had bunked with Anirudh the night before, Ayu was sure he had left it there.

Anirudh, engrossed in his sketch, shot him an irritated glance. Even at sixteen, Anirudh Oberoi possessed a fiery and artistic temperament.

“Kya chahiye tujhe?” Anirudh intervened, holding Ayu’s hand to prevent him from wreaking havoc in his room.

Ayu pulled the paper cutting from behind his back and revealed a glossy picture of Ironman.

“Yeh kya hai?”

“Ironman aur kya?” Ayu huffed.

“Woh to dikh raha hai, lekin yeh tu mujhe kyun dikha raha hain?”

Ayu flashed him a charming smile. “Mujhe apne birthday pe chaiye.”

“Mumma ko tune jo gifts ki list di kya woh kam padgayi jo tu mere paas aa gaya apni demands leke?” Anirudh shook his head in amusement.

Ayu removed the sketch book from Anirudh’s hands and settled on his lap. “Uff ho, Bhaiyu. Yeh angry avatar se bahar to aao aap, mujhe ye lake do na, please.”

“Tere paas pehle se itne superheroes hain, aab yeh kyun chahiye tujhe, kya obsession hai tera superheroes ke saath?”

“Superheroes hume protect karte hain na, Bhaiyu. Woh hume safe feel karate hain. Jab main apne superheroes ke saath hotahoon na toh mujhe dar nahi lagta, isi liye toh main hamesha unhe apne  saath hi rakhta hoon. They will always protect me.”

Anirudh looked at his younger brother, puzzled. “Kuch hua hai kya Ayu? Koi pareshaan kar raha hai kya tujhe? Kisi ne kuch keh diya?”

Ayu looked away. “Nahi toh , kyun pooch rahe hain aap?”

Anirudh gave him a deep look and then shook his head. “Kuch nahi. Agar koi problem hai toh batana, Ayu. We will take care of it, okay?”

Ayu nodded, wishing he could talk to Anirudh about his problems, but he knew even his Bhaiyu faced the same issues at school. No one could protect them against the bullies at school. He prayed his superhero could come and save him somehow!

Anirudh ruffled his hair and pulled back. “Chal school ke liye late ho rahe hain, chalte hain abhi warna Bhaiya se daant pad jayegi.”

Ayu agreed and went back to his room. The thought of going to school filled him with dread, but he couldn’t risk angering Arnav by skipping. So, he quickly grabbed a Spiderman toy and tossed it in his backpack, hoping it would keep him safe from his bullies.

The boy’s hopes were short-lived. That afternoon, Ayu got into a fight with the bullies. He ignored the taunts for months, but when the bully insulted his Mom, he lost it. The fight took a turn for the worse, leaving the other boy with a fractured arm. As Arnav was the listed guardian, the principal called him and appraised him of the situation. Within minutes, Arnav arrived at the school.

Ayu’s tension grew as he spotted his Bhaiya in the Principal’s office. He did not dare to look at his Bhaiya. Arnav was a gentle guardian, but he maintained strict discipline. Ayu was terrified that Arnav would not understand his situation.

The moment he saw Ayu, Arnav made his way to his side. “Kya hua, Ayu?” 

Ayu stood speechless, unable to speak, when the Principal entered the chambers. Mrs. Rawte greeted Arnav with a stiff smile and explained the situation.

“This kind of behavior is unacceptable, Arnav.” She said with a firm shake of her head. “And this isn’t the first time, Arnav. Anirudh and Ayushmaan always seek trouble. I understand things are not good at the family front. They need time to get through the phase, but this kind of behavior is not acceptable. I am sorry, but I will have to suspend him for one week.”

Arnav looked back and saw Ayu, who didn’t say a word to defend himself.

“Mara tune usse?” Arnav’s eyes glinted with anger.

Ayu remained silent.

“Main kuch pooch raha hoon, Ayushmaan.” 

Ayu’s eyes filled with tears. He could never handle Arnav’s anger. Arnav saw the tears and controlled his anger.

Arnav left Ayu alone and turned his attention to the principal. “Main kuch der apne bhai se akele mein baat karna chahta hoon, Mrs. Rawte. I hope you understand.”

Mrs. Rawte left them alone as he requested. Once the door closed, Arnav pulled Ayu into his arms, wiping away the moisture from his eyes.

“Ab bata, kya hua? Kyun maara tune usse?”

Ayu buried his head into Arnav’s warmth and broke down into sobs. He was ready for his brother’s anger, but the simple understanding broke him. He poured his heart out, giving voice to the pain that he kept hidden for days. “Usne kaha ki Dad meri wajah se Mumma se alag ho gaye. Roz mujhe aise hi pareshan karta hai, Bhaiya. Mom ke baare mein galat-galat bolte hain. Sab bachche bolte hain. Accha nahi lagta mujhe. Main is school mein nahi padhna chahta, Bhaiya. Please, mujhe yahan se le jao.”

Arnav let Ayu talk without interruption. His eyes sizzled with repressed fury. When Mrs. Rawte returned, she encountered a completely different man. Gone was the man who was ready to apologize for Ayu’s behavior. All Arnav wanted was justice.

“Aap rules ki baat karti hain, Mrs. Rawte, aur students ko aap log basic manners bhi nahi sikhate?”

Mrs. Rawte’s eyes widened in surprise.

“Pichle kuch dino se class ke bachche Ayushmaan ko pareshan kar rahe hain, aur aap ko is baat ka pata bhi nahi chala? How irresponsible is that?”

Mrs. Rawte looked confused. “Main samjhi nahi...”

“Bulaiye uss bachche ko jise Ayushmaan ne maara, aur uske parents ko bhi.” Arnav did not let her finish. His voice left no room for arguments. To Ayu’s surprise, Mrs. Rawte agreed.

Within an hour, everyone assembled in the principal’s office. The parents of the boy were taken aback when they saw Arnav standing there. Mr. Verma, the boy’s father, was Arnav’s business associate.

Mr. Verma greeted Arnav, but Arnav’s eyes were fixed on the boy with the injured arm, standing silently beside his mother.

“Ayushmaan ne tumhe maara?” Arnav did not raise his voice, but the boy still flinched. All he could manage was a nod.

“Kisliye maara?”

Mrs. Verma, the boy’s mother, took offense. “ Aap mere bete ko aise nahi darra sakte, Mr. Oberoi.”

Arnav ignored her and focused on the boy. “Maine poocha, kisliye maara?”

Mrs. Verma, angry, shot back, “Woh tum apne bhai se kyun nahi pooch lete?”

Arnav gave her a sharp look. “Mere bhai ne mujhe sach bata diya hai, Mrs. Verma. Achha hoga agar aap apne bete ke mooh se sach sun ley.”

Mrs. Verma snapped, “Galti tumhare bhai ki hai, Arnav. Tumhe koi haq nahi banta—”

“Aur aapke bete ko bhi koi haq nahi banta ki woh mere bhai se badtameezi kare. Our parents got divorced. How is that Ayushmaan’s fault? How dare your son say that to my brother? Iski umar kya hai aur iski baatein kya hain? Kaisi parvarish hai aapki? Yeh sikhate hain aap apne bachche ko?”

Mrs. Verma looked away in embarrassment. “Mera beta aisa nahi keh sakta.” Her voice lacked conviction.

Mr. Verma, knowing Arnav would never make false allegations, turned to his son. “Kya tumne Ayushmaan ki maa ke baare mein kuch galat kaha?”

Varun remained silent, but Mr. Verma, who had seen enough, took the matter into his own hands. He turned his son around and looked him in the eye. “Jawaab do, Varun!”

“Toh galat kya kaha?” Varun mumbled, “Iski maa acchi hoti toh iske dad ise chhod ke kabhi nahi jaate. Mummy roz kehti hain apne doston se, iski maa buri hain aur yeh bhi bu—”

Mr. Verma cut him off with a tight slap to the face. Ayu gasped as he reached for Arnav’s hand. Varun broke down in tears and hugged Mrs. Verma who was too embarrassed to look at anyone..

Mr. Verma, faced Arnav with regret filled eyes. “Main iski taraf se maafi mangta hoon, Arnav. I am very sorry for my son’s behavior.”

Arnav shook his head as he gave Mrs. Verma a disapproving look. “Bachche wahi sikhte hain jo hum sikhate hain, Mrs. Verma. Agar aap acche sanskar nahi de sakti, toh koi baat nahi, lekin aise sanskar mat dijiye apne bachche ko.”

Mrs. Verma was too embarrassed to even look at him.

Arnav dismissed her and faced the principal. “Mrs. Rawte, main chahta hoon aap Varun ke khilaf immediate action lein. Aaj ke baad koi bachcha Ayushmaan se aise badtameezi na kare, is baat ka aap dhyan rakhein.”

Mrs. Rawte could only nod her head. She did not know about the bullying. “I am extremely sorry, Arnav, I...”

Arnav cut her off angrily. “Koi bhi, I repeat, koi bhi usse badtameezi nahi karega, Mrs. Rawte. Ayushmaan, Arnav Oberoi ka bhai hai. Agar usse koi kuch kahega, toh jawab mujhe dena hoga. I don’t make empty threats. Do I make myself clear, Mrs. Rawte?”

Ayu felt speechless. His brother trusted him, had taken his side, and was standing up for him. He was protecting him. That meant the world to him.

“I understand, Arnav.” Mrs. Rawte quickly assured Arnav, “Aaj se Ayushmaan ko koi problem nahi hogi. I will ensure it.”

Arnav guided Ayu out of the office. He was too angry to stay and continue the discussion any further.

Ayu hugged Arnav the minute they stepped out of the principal’s office. He could not hold himself back any longer. Arnav pulled him closer and pressed a warm kiss to Ayu’s forehead. When he pulled back, the man’s eyes filled with love and regret.

“Tujhe school change karna hai?”

Ayu shook his head, blinking off tears. Arnav pulled him back into a hug. “I am sorry I did not realize what was happening at school, beta. This will not happen again.”

“Thanks, Bhaiya,”

“Kis liye?” Arnav sounded surprised.

“Mujhpe bharosa karne ke liye.”

Arnav gently lifted the boy’s chin and made him look up. “Mujhe apne bhai pe poora bharosa hai. I will always stand by you, Ayu, no matter what. Mere rehte hue tujhe kisi se bhi darne ki zarurat nahi hai.”

Ayu believed him. With a radiant smile plastered on his face, he walked back into the class. His best friend, Anjali, waited for him at his desk. She was worried for him, but the smile on his face helped her relax.

Ayu pulled out the Spiderman toy from his backpack. A few hours ago, he foolishly believed the toy could protect him. Ayu no longer felt the same about it.

Anjali saw the toy and exclaimed, “Are wah, Ayu! Yeh toh latest wala hai na?”

Ayu bobbed his head.

“Bhaiya ne deya?”

Once again, Ayu bobbed his head.

“How cute! Mujhe bhi aisa wala chahiye.”

Ayu handed the toy to her. “Le, tu rakh le.”

Anjali’s eyes widened in surprise. “Are, par tu toh apne superhero ko kisi ko nahi deta. Kya ho gaya aaj?”

Ayu smiled. “Mere paas toh real superhero hai. Mujhe in toys ki zarurat nahi hai. Tum rakh lo.”

Ayu’s words puzzled Anjali, but her face lit up with delight as she eagerly accepted the toy. Ayu took a seat and grabbed his diary. It was break time. They still had some time to spare. Ayu made it a habit to document his emotions. Despite being an extrovert, he believed in cherishing certain emotions privately. His journal captured all those unspoken feelings.

Not all heroes wear capes is what they say,

Like the pole star, he guides my way.

A shooting star can make dreams come true,

I wished for a superhero and he came to my rescue.

One day, I’ll follow his footsteps, be strong and kind, 

A fierce protector, a shield to stand behind.

Ayu smiled as he closed the diary. He would never look at another superhero again. Arnav Oberoi was the only superhero he would ever admire.

A decade passed by, yet the emotion remained unchanged. Ayu shook his head as he jogged back to his car. He had promised himself that he would follow in his Bhaiya’s footsteps. One day soon, he would live up to the promise. 
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Adi’s feet pounded against the forest floor as he ran, seeking shelter. The sound of footsteps reverberated through the trees. A man chased behind him with a knife in his hands. Adi was terrified. The man was closing in, his footsteps growing louder with each passing moment. Adi turned around and shouted for help—"Bhaiyu, bachao!"

Anirudh could hear his screams, but he couldn’t reach out. His body refused to cooperate. The man caught up with Adi. As the man raised the knife, the boy’s scream of terror echoed through the air.

“Adi!”

With a loud scream, Anirudh jolted awake in the middle of the night. Sweat dripped down his body as he anxiously scanned his surroundings. Arnav rushed to his side and pulled him closer.

Anirudh grabbed his brother’s hand in a panic. “Bhaiya, Adi...”

“Relax, Bachcha.” Arnav said as he patted Anirudh back, “Adi is fine. He’s at home, safe.”

Arnav’s gentle voice helped Anirudh calm down. He closed his eyes, but the effects of the nightmare lingered. Arnav helped him lie back down. They were at the hospital. Arnav couldn’t shake off the memory of his younger brother bravely shielding Adi from Arun’s wrath. A year ago, when Arnav brought Adi home to honor a promise he made to his dying father, Anirudh vehemently opposed his decision. Arnav never expected the day when Anirudh would protect the boy he despised, their father’s illegitimate child.

Anirudh surprised him, but more than that, he won his admiration. It required a special kind of person to prioritize a child’s safety over their own feelings of hatred. Arnav was proud of Anirudh.

Anirudh leaned into Arnav’s warmth. Even at 27, he did not shy away from his brother’s comforting embrace. Arnav was only five years his senior, but in his heart, where it really mattered, Arnav Oberoi was his father. He was 15 when their father, Sushant Oberoi, divorced their mother to raise his illegitimate child. Since that day, Arnav looked after their family. After their mother passed away, Arnav filled in both the roles of a father and mother for them. No matter how old Anirudh got, he’d always rely on Arnav for guidance.

“Kya hua? Itna Pareshan kyun hai?” Arnav's question startled him out of his thoughts.

“Bura sapna tha, Bhaiya. I’m okay now.” Anirudh shrugged but didn’t let go of Arnav.

“Jo bhi hua uske baad yeh normal hai. Do you want to talk about it?”

Anirudh shook his head, not wanting to talk about the horrifying nightmare. Arnav nodded his head. He never needed words to understand his brother’s feelings. There was a flicker of fear in Anirudh’s eyes. He could read it like an open book.

“Aaj ke baad, Adi aur Ayu bodyguards ke bina kahin nahi jayenge. You don’t have to worry. I’ll make sure nothing like this happens again.”

Anirudh felt relieved to hear that.

“Yeh rule tujhpe bhi lagu hota hai, Ani.”

Anirudh cringed, hating the very idea. “Main bachcha nahi hoon, Bhaiya. I can take care of myself.”

Arnav directed his gaze to Anirudh’s wound, making Anirudh cringe further. “Woh toh dekh raha hoon.”

“Kya yaar, Bhaiya! Aisa incident lifetime mein ek baar hota hai. Please, aap mere saath itni zyadti mat karo. Mujhe koi bodyguard nahi chahiye. Main—”

“I wasn’t asking your opinion, Anirudh.” Arnav did not let him finish. “Your personal bodyguard will accompany you wherever you go. Get used to it.”

Anirudh’s annoyance faded away as a mischievous spark ignited in his eyes. “Aap dekhna, kaise main use bhagata hoon. Koi bodyguard do minute tak nahi tik payega mere paas.”

Arnav gave Anirudh’s ear a good twist, making the latter scream out in pain. Anirudh stifled a wince. Arnav hadn’t done that in six years, and he totally forgot how much it could hurt.

“Kya bola? Phir se bol,” Arnav said, giving his ear another twist.

“Ouch, Bhaiya! Bachche ki jaan loge kya? Sorryyyyyyyyy!”

Arnav let go of his ear with a shake of his head. Anirudh could act worse than a child.

“Yeh Hitler-panti kyun shuru kar di phir se apne? Bachcha hoon kya?”

Arnav replied firmly, “Bachchon jaise behave karoge toh waise hi treat karunga. I’m serious, Ani. No going out without a bodyguard.”

Anirudh sighed in resignation. He understood what it was all about—his brother was terrified. He could still see the fear in Arnav’s eyes. The world only saw the unfazed Arnav Oberoi, but Anirudh saw his elder brother’s apprehensions. Whenever Arnav felt scared, his protectiveness would instinctively take over.

“I’m perfectly fine, Bhaiya.” Anirudh gave Arnav’s hand a tender squeeze. “Kuch nahi hua hai mujhe. The doctor said the injury wasn’t critical.”

“How can you say that, Ani? You lost so much blood. Kuch bhi ho sakta tha. I’m not taking a risk with your life again. Jitna jhagda karna hai kar le, I will not change my decision.”

Anirudh leaned his head onto Arnav’s shoulders. “Main jhagda nahi karne wala tha, Bhaiya. Mujhe pata hai aap aisa kyun kar rahe ho. Mujhe aisa dekh ke dar gaye na? It must have terrified you.”

Arnav looked away. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t shake the vivid image of Anirudh soaked in blood. He regretted not inflicting more pain on Arun Malhotra. The man deserved to rot in hell for hurting his brothers, but what infuriated Arnav further was Anirudh’s foolishness. The man had walked into danger without a thought for his safety. Something he could not stomach.

“How can you be so careless, Ani? Tu jaanta hai woh insaan kitna khatarnak hai, phir bhi tu usse ladne chala gaya, woh bhi akele? Dimaag kahan rehta hai tera? SOS milte hi bodyguards ko inform kar deta toh woh log sab kuch sambhal lete. Nahi, tujhe toh hero banna hai.” Arnav scolded. No matter how hard he tried, he could not hold himself back.

“Sorry na, Bhaiya. Us waqt mera dimaag kaam nahi kar raha tha. Main bas Adi ke baare mein soch raha tha. Mujhe nahi pata tha yeh sab ho jayega. Budha psycho he nahi, pagal bhi hai.” Anirudh’s hands fisted by his side. The mere mention of Arun Malhotra put him in a foul mood. The man was Adi’s maternal uncle, but he had no love for the boy. He was a greedy monster who liked to prove himself with his fists. He made Adi’s childhood a living hell. Anirudh wished he got his hands on the monster. He would have loved giving the man a taste of his own medicine.

Arnav glared at him. “Adi ke liye tu khud ko khatre mein daal lega? Kabhi socha, tujhe kuch ho jata toh Adi khud ko kaise maaf kar pata? Woh bachcha har cheez ke liye khud ko blame karta hai. How can you be so foolish?”

Anirudh sighed deeply. “Theek hai, main bodyguard ke bina kahi nahi jaunga. Aap itna pareshan mat ho. Mujhe accha nahi lagta. Aap ghar jao aur aaram karo. I’m fine.”

“So jaaye, Anirudhji.” Arnav said with a firm shake of his head, “abhi aap itne bade nahi hue hain ki apna khayal khud rakh sakein. Sleep now.”

Anirudh let out a soft chuckle. Arnav Oberoi always had the last word. He laid back and closed his eyes. As long as his brother was there, his family would be safe. Anirudh did not have to worry. With the thought in mind he drifted off to a peaceful slumber.

––––––––
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ANIRUDH HAD A DIFFERENT opinion about Arnav the next day. The protective Arnav Oberoi was proving to be a bane of his existence. The man was not letting him breathe in peace. Anirudh almost sighed in relief when Arnav left for the office. He needed a break. His ears were still ringing from all the scolding he got.

Anirudh was never more glad when he saw Ayu and Adi arrive. He thought the boys would be easier to handle. Little did he know, his younger brothers could be just as overbearing. Arnav at least let him chill on his phone, but the boys wouldn’t let him do anything.

Anirudh prayed for patience and grabbed the TV remote from the bedside table. Ayu hurried to his side to help.

“Kya yaar, Bhaiyu!” Ayu scolded as he helped Anirudh lay back down. “Bula nahi sakte the hume? Hum de dete aapko remote.”

“Remote mere bagal mein hai. Khud Le lunga main toh mar nahi jaunga!” Anirudh snapped without thinking. He wasn’t used to being stuck in bed. Instead of helping, the boys seemed to exacerbate his irritation.

Adi, who was sitting there peeling oranges for him, stood up and walked away.

“Ab isey kya ho gaya hai?” Anirudh’s eyes sparkled with annoyance.

“Aapko pata nahi?” Ayu’s voice was polite, but Anirudh could feel the reprimand. The boy had the same talent as Arnav, saying a lot without saying anything. Anirudh was determined to remind Ayu, who held the seniority in their relationship.

“Ayushmaan.”

“Don’t you dare ‘Ayushmaan’ me! Aap kaise marne ki baatein kar sakte ho? Aapko idea bhi hai ki aapki aisi haalat dekh ke Adi kitna darr gaya tha? Main kitna darr gaya tha?” Ayu fired back.

Anirudh tried to hold his hand, but Ayu pulled away. “Kitna khoon beh gaya tha aapka, jaan nikal gayi thi humari. Adi ka socha? Ek ghante tak woh aapko uss haalat mein dekhta raha. Kitna helpless feel kiya hoga usne. Jaan nikal gayi thi uski. Aur aap marne ki baat kar rahe ho? You’ve lost it, Bhaiyu. Dr. Mehra se apna dimaag ka ilaaj karao aap!”

Anirudh sighed, realizing his mistake. “Sorry, bachcha. Maine aise hi bol diya.”

Ayu was too upset to accept the apology. “Aise kaise bol doge aap? Bhaiya ke samne keh ke dekho aisi ulte-seedhi baatein, phir dekho woh kya karte hain aapke saath.”

The very thought put the fear of god in Anirudh. He couldn’t stand Arnav Oberoi’s lectures anymore.

“Apni hero-panti bhi band karo. Jab dekho, kisi na kisi se ladne chale jaate ho. Khud ko Superman samajhte ho kya? Ya superhero?”

Anirudh wanted to pull his hair apart. Ayu sounded too much like Arnav. “Arey yaar, Bhaiya ne daant daant ke kaan paka diye mere. Ab tu bhi shuru mat ho ja. Ja, Adi ko bula la. Muh phula ke baitha hoga kahin. Go get him back.”

Ayu wanted to yell some more, but the mention of Adi made him realize his Bhaiyu was not wrong. Upset Adi was never good news. He did not want Adi blaming himself again.

“Bulata hoon, lekin usse pyaar se baat karo. Bohot darr gaya tha woh.” Ayu’s voice softened. “Agar woh kuch sunaye, toh chup chap sun lena. Apna angry-man mode on maat kar dene. Aapko hi use samjhana hoga, ki jo bhi hua usme uski koi galti nahi hai. Bhaiya ne Adi ko samjhane ki koshish ki, lekin kya karein, uska dimaag humari tarah nahi, aapki tarah chalta hai—bilkul ulta.”

Anirudh rewarded him with a playful whack for his efforts. “Abey, Bhaiya ke chamche! Jaa, Adi ko bula. Aaj kal bahut zubaan chalne lagi hai teri. Don’t forget who is the boss.”

Ayu rolled his eyes and walked away. Anirudh smiled. Ayu grew up when Adi entered their lives. The boy was living up to his role as an elder brother. And why wouldn’t he? He had one of the best elder brothers in the world. He was learning by example. Anirudh could not be more proud.
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IN THE CANTEEN, ADI sat alone at a table, his coffee untouched as he stared off into space. He was so deep in thought; he didn’t even realize when Ayu came.

When Ayu reached for his hand, Adi’s eyes widened in surprise.

“Yahan kya kar raha hai?” Ayu locked eyes with him, “Tu jaanta hai na Bhaiyu ke baare mein? Bina soche woh kuch bhi keh dete hain. Kyun itna seriously le raha hai unki baaton ko?”

“Aap Bhaiyu ke paas jao, Big-B. Unhe akele chhodna accha nahi hai.” Adi’s eyes reflected his distress.

Ayu hated seeing the look in his eyes. He knew Adi had to be distracted or his thoughts would go downhill.

“Toh tu ja unke paas. I just need a break.”

“Par...”

“Go, Adi.” Ayu’s tone left no room for argument. “You need to talk to Bhaiyu. Woh bula rahe hain tujhe.”

Adi looked down, still hesitating.

“Main nahi jaunga, Adi. Agar Bhaiyu ko kisi cheez ki zarurat pade, to khud manage karenge. Aage teri marzi.”

Adi sighed, well aware of the stubbornness that defined his Big-B. Reluctantly, he pushed himself up and walked away. Ayu sighed in relief. His brothers needed to talk. They both went through hell together, so only they know how much it hurt. It was best if they talked it out, and now they would. He made sure of it.
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WITH A HEAVY HEART, Adi walked into Anirudh’s room. Despite everyone telling him it wasn’t his fault, he couldn’t escape the heavy weight of guilt. Anirudh had risked his life to save him. Adi felt responsible for his Bhaiyu’s condition.

Anirudh saw him come in and frowned, noticing the guilt written all over his face. Instead of sitting with him, Adi made his way towards the couch. Before Anirudh could even get a word out, the nurse showed up with his breakfast.

Adi needed a distraction, and the nurse provided the perfect opportunity. Anirudh prevented her from serving breakfast, knowing it would grab Adi’s attention. “Yeh kya laya aapne? Kaun piyega yeh zeher? Take it away.”

As he expected, the boy rushed to his side.

The nurse looked upset. Adi reached for the food tray from her hands.

“Thank you.” Adi said with an apologetic smile. “I will make sure Bhaiyu eats.”

The nurse left them alone. Adi set the food tray for Anirudh, but still avoided eye contact.

“Mughe soup nahi pena, jaa phek dey ise,” Anirudh said, hoping the boy would at least look at him.

“Bahut hua aapka Bhaiyu, chup chap muh kholo!” Adi’s eyes sparkled with mild anger. Anirudh grinned, feeling delighted to finally receive a response from Adi.

“Nahi.”

Adi ignored his response, scooped a spoonful of soup and brought it to Anirudh's lips. “Please, thoda pe lo. Mere liye. Please?”

Anirudh shook his head. “Kis liye, Adi? Tu toh mujhse baat bhi nahi kar raha. Ab kyun khila raha hai? Ja reh gussa.”

“Main aapse gussa nahi hoon, please kha lo aap.” Adi pleaded.

“Phir baat kyun nahi kar raha?”

Adi looked away. Anirudh cradled the boy’s face and made him look back at him.

“Jo bhi hua usme teri koi galti nahi thi, bachcha. Kyun blame kar raha hai khud ko?”

Adi’s eyes flooded with unshed tears. “Meri wajah se aap is haal mein ho, Bhaiyu. Mujhe bachane ke liye aapne apni jaan khatre mein daal di. Agar aapko kuch ho jata toh...” His voice cracked.

“Tujhe mere torture se mukti mil jaati.”

As Anirudh planned, Adi’s tears were replaced with anger.

“How can you talk like that, Bhaiyu? Mazak lag raha hai aapko? Jaan nikal gayi thi meri!” A stray tear spilled over. Adi wiped it away with the back of his sleeves. “Kitna khoon beh gaya tha aapka! How can you even joke about it? Aapko kisi ki feelings ki zarra bhi parwah nahi hai! Kuch bhi kehte rehte ho... kuch bhi karte rehte ho... youuuuu!”

Anirudh wrapped his arms around him as Adi fell apart. He let him cry it out. The weight of the guilt was suffocating the boy. Adi needed to let go of his guilt.

Anirudh cupped Adi’s face, urging him to look up. “Adi, meri aankhon mein dekh. Look at me, bachcha.”

Adi looked up, his eyes reflecting the agony he felt inside.

“Agar teri jagah Ayu hota, to main kya karta, bata?”

Adi remained silent.

“Main wahi karta jo maine kal kiya. Mere liye tum dono important ho. Main tum dono ko takleef mein nahi dekh sakta. Us darinde ne teri gardan pe chaku rakha tha. What did you expect me to do? Sit and watch?”

“Aapko kuch ho jata to?”

“Tu meri jagah hota to kya karta, bata? Khade hoke tamasha dekhta?”

Adi averted his gaze, acknowledging that he would have acted similarly.

“Koi bhi apne bhai ko takleef mein nahi dekh sakta, Adi. Aur main tera bada bhai hoon. Tujhe protect karna meri zimmedari hai. Anirudh Oberoi apni zimmedaari se peeche nahi hatta.”

Adi wrapped his arms around him in a tight embrace, never wanting to let go. It was the power of love that kept him sane.

“Kyun karte ho mujhse itna pyaar, Bhaiyu? I don’t deserve it.”

Anirudh gently pulled back from the boy’s embrace. He couldn’t stand hearing those words. “Kaisi stupid baatein kar raha hai? Maar khani hai tujhe?”

Adi shook his head, but fell silent. Anirudh hugged the boy once more.

“I love you, Adi. Tu mera chhota bhai hai. I will always protect you. So stop this nonsense and get used to it. Apna chehra sudhaar, aur smile kar. Come on, kiddo, smile for me.”

Adi’s face lit up with a smile. Anirudh never called him ‘kiddo’ before. The nickname had a magical effect on him, instantly lifting his spirits and making him feel special. The brother, who had once denied their relationship, was now willing to put his life on the line for him. They had come a long way! Adi felt really blessed.
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AYU COULDN’T SLEEP that night. The stress got to him. Pure adrenaline fueled him during the chaos, but now that everything had calmed, exhaustion hit him like a ton of bricks. Adi stayed behind at the hospital, leaving Ayu feeling even more restless.

Oblivious to his turmoil, Rocky snored at his feet. Ayu wanted to sleep, but every time he closed his eyes, all he saw was Anirudh’s bloody face. The events from the day before were stuck in his head. Ayu wished he had stayed at the hospital, but there was only space for one to crash, and Adi wanted to stay with Anirudh.

Ayu got out of bed and made his way over to Arnav’s room. It was the only place where he could escape the chaos and find solace.

As he walked into the room, the sound of Arnav’s keyboard greeted him. His brother was working away on the laptop. The bed was a mess of files, strewn about. Ayu looked around for his Bhabhi. Mess drove Priya crazy. If she saw the state of the bed, his Bhaiya would be in for a lecture about cleanliness.

With a slight shake of his head, Ayu entered the room and reached for the files. With a hint of annoyance, Arnav glanced upwards, only to smile as soon as he laid eyes on Ayu.

“Bhabhi kahan hai?” Ayu asked as he organized the files.

“Study mein hai, kisi important case ki files prepare kar rahi hai. Kuch kaam tha usse?”

Ayu shook his head. Arnav closed the laptop and put it aside. He could perceive Ayu’s stress. The boy didn’t have his usual smile on his face.

Arnav patted the spot next to him, encouraging Ayu to sit down. “Aaja.”

Ayu came over and rested his head on Arnav’s lap. A smile spread across Arnav’s face as his mind wandered down memory lane.

Arnav could not forget the image of five-year-old Ayu sneaking into his room on a stormy night.

“Room mein monster hai, Bhaiya.” With a hushed voice, the little boy whispered.

“Phir se aa gaya monster?” With a gentle tug, Arnav pulled Ayu into his lap.

With wide eyes, Ayu nodded in agreement. “Haan Bhaiya, uski badi-badi aankhein hain. He’s scary.”

Arnav could not hold back his chuckle. Ayu, still scared, rested his head on Arnav’s lap and whispered as he hid in Arnav’s midriff. “Mujhe dar lag raha hai.”

“Yahaan koi monster nahi hai, Ayu. Agar aaya toh main usse bhaga dunga. Tu yahin soja.”

Arnav didn’t have to ask twice. Ayu relaxed and dozed off, trusting his Bhaiya to shield him from all the monsters in his world.

Ayu’s easy trust made Arnav want to prove himself worthy. No matter how old the boy got, Arnav only saw the little five-year-old who came to him with fears and troubles.

“Kyun itna pareshan hai?” Arnav ran his fingers through Ayu’s hair, knowing it helped Ayu calm down.

“Baar-baar wahi sab yaad aa raha hai, Bhaiya. Neend nahi aa rahi mujhe. I can’t get rid of that man’s face.”

“It’s okay, Ayu. Close your eyes. Think about good things. Don’t let that man win.”

Ayu closed his eyes, but the vivid and terrifying images continued to torment him, causing his body to tense up once more.

“Tujhe Dehradun wali trip yaad hai?”

The sudden question startled Ayu. It was the most amazing family vacation ever. A smile graced his lips. “Kaise bhool sakta hoon, Bhaiya? Kitni masti ki thi humne.”

Arnav chuckled, remembering the vacation. “Woh snowball fight yaad hai? Kitna pareshaan kiya tune Ani ko.”

“Bhaiyu bhi kuch kam nahi the, Bhaiya. Unhone bhi chun chun ke badla liya.”

Arnav shook his head with a fond smile. “Kitna badmash tha tu, aur ziddi bhi. Kisi ki nahi sunta tha. When did you grow up on me?”

As warm memories flooded his mind, Ayu could feel the tension releasing from his body. With Arnav by his side, even the most frightening thoughts lost their power. He shut his eyes again, letting his brother’s comforting presence calm him like it always did.

Ayu snuggled a little closer to Arnav. “Main kuch bada nahi hua, main aaj bhi aapka bachcha hoon.”

“Tu hamesha mera hi bachcha rahega.” Arnav pressed a warm kiss to Ayu’s temple. His heart overflowed with love. “Ab so jaa, kuch soch mat, main yahi hoon.”

Holding on to Arnav, Ayu drifted off to sleep.

When Priya walked into the room, she couldn’t help but smile at the adorable scene before her - Ayu, fast asleep with his head nestled on Arnav’s lap. The smile on Ayu’s face was a welcome sight. She was missing the boy’s smile. Unable to resist, Priya ran her fingers across Ayu’s face. The boy held a special place in her heart. From the very beginning, he loved her without reservation, making her feel like an integral part of the family.

Arnav looked up at Priya with a sad smile. “Kafi pareshan tha. Bahut mushkil se soya hai.”

“Pareshaan toh hoga na, Arnav.” Priya shook her head. “Aapko nahi pata usne aapki absence mein kaise handle kiya sab kuch. It was difficult for him, but he stood firm. Ek pal ke liye mujhe laga jaise Ayu nahi, aap baat kar rahe the Arun Malhotra se. I was so proud of him!”

Arnav’s eyes lit up with pride. “He has grown up so much. Dekhna, ek din mujhse behtar businessman ban ke dikhayega Ayu. He has the capability. With a little grooming, he will excel.”

“Arnav Oberoi ka bhai hai, he can’t be anything but the best.”

Arnav shook his head, “Ek din woh duniya mein apne naam se jaana jayega. I’m waiting for the day when people will refer to me as Ayushmaan Oberoi’s brother. That day, I will be the happiest man on earth.”

Priya’s heart warmed at Arnav’s words. She shared her husband’s dream and wished with all her heart that Arnav’s wish would come true. Ayu deserved every bit of success, and she believed he would make waves in the world.
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​Chapter 2
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The Oberoi household was always a madhouse on Monday mornings. Arnav headed to Delhi for board meetings, Ayu rushed off to football practice, Anirudh had a meeting with his agent, Priya went to the temple, and Adi had to be at school by 8.

The house was a flurry of activity as everyone hurriedly gathered their belongings. The sound of doors closing echoing through the rooms, as the boys yelled for the shoes they could not find.

Arnav’s eyes narrowed as he shot a disapproving look at his wife, who hurriedly handed Adi his math book that the boy had left in their bedroom the previous night. Priya caught his look and shook her head. “Don’t start now, Arnav. We are already getting late.”

“Aise hi begado ise. He doesn’t even know where he keeps his books. Adi.....”

“You have a flight at ten Bhaiya. If you keep scolding him, you will miss the flight.” Ayu chimed in as he settled beside Adi at the dining table.

Arnav looked at the watch and realized that Ayu was right. He was running late already. Adi mouthed a silent thankyou. His Big-B had saved him from the lion’s wrath. Ayu smiled and dug into his breakfast. Arnav would not let the matter go. Adi was in for a lecture, but Ayu bought him some time.

“I will grab something at the airport, Priya.” Arnav rose in a hurry. “I need to....”

“Sit and finish your breakfast, Arnav. Your private jet will not run away.”

Arnav wanted to argue, but Priya knew how to get her way. In the end, Arnav had to sit down for breakfast. Ayu and Adi exchanged smiles. The man who called the shots in business was like putty in his wife’s hands. Priya’s gentle charm never failed to amuse the boys. Anirudh was the only one not at the table. He had to leave early for the meeting.

As they were having breakfast, the head of security informed Arnav that Vishal Agnihotri wanted to meet Adi. The spoon dropped from Adi’s hand. He looked at his Bhaiya in panic. He thought his aunt had left India for good. For months, Shanti Rathod scared Adi by threatening to separate the boy from his family. She believed her brother Arun when he misled her into thinking that Adi was being abused, but Adi didn’t like what she did. The custody battle still haunted his dreams. He wanted nothing to do with her or her lawyer, Vishal Agnihitri.

“Ab kya chahiye us chudail ko?” Ayu fumed in anger. Ayu was not shy about voicing his disdain. As far as he was concerned, Shanti Rathod was the aunt from hell. Adi was better off without her.

Arnav’s eyes bore into him with an intense glare. Arnav had a zero-tolerance policy for swearing in their household. Ayu averted his gaze, refusing to offer an apology. He felt no remorse for hurling insults at Mrs. Rathod. The woman had dragged them through hell, and no amount of apologies she offered could undo the damage.

Arnav grabbed the coffee cup to calm himself. He desperately wished he could decline Vishal’s request, but he knew he couldn’t. Vishal never approached them without purpose, so it was better to address the matter immediately. Arnav chose to be prepared rather than caught by surprise.

“Mujhe unse nahi milna, Bhaiya.” Adi pleaded. “Waise bhi main school ke liye late ho raha hoon. Tell him I already left for school.”

Arnav looked at Priya, hoping she had a solution.

“It’s better he stays, Arnav.” Priya shook her head. “Pata nahi Vishal kya kehne aya hai. Let’s not complicate things.”

Adi’s shoulders slumped as his face filled with gloom. Arnav wanted to give in, but remained silent. He respected his wife’s advice.

“Chehra mat bana aise.” Ayu reached for Adi’s hand, “Bhaiya Bhabhi ki bhi majboori hai, warna woh tujhe kabhi pareshan nahi hone denge.”

Adi nodded his head in agreement. He understood, but he wasn’t exactly thrilled. Whenever Vishal Malhotra appeared, bad news seemed to follow.

“Aapki study mein milte hain, Arnav.” Priya suggested as she rose, “It’s better we keep things formal for now.”

Arnav agreed. Ayu was late for his practice, but he stayed back for the meeting. He couldn’t bring himself to leave when Adi looked so upset.
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AS SOON AS VISHAL AGNIHOTRI entered the study, Adi’s grip tightened around Ayu’s hand. Ayu stiffed a wince, sure that he would end up with a bruised bone. Something else he had to thank the witch for.

Vishal greeted Arnav with a polite smile, which Arnav reciprocated reluctantly. None of them were comfortable with the meeting, and it showed.

“Thank you, Arnav.” Vishal said when he realized Arnav would not ask anything. “I came to tell you that Mrs. Rathod has officially withdrawn the case.”

Though Mrs. Rathod had already informed them, hearing it from Vishal gave it an air of authenticity. Arnav did not betray his emotions, but he reached for his wife’s hand. Only Priya was aware of the intense fear that consumed him whenever he considered the possibility of losing Adi. His relief was heartfelt.

“And I also came to give you this.”

He handed a file to Arnav.

“Yeh kya hai?” Arnav looked back at Vishal.

“Ms. Sheetal Malhotra ki will.”

Adi gasped as his emotions overwhelmed him. Someone finally took his mother’s name for the first time. Arnav nodded his head and handed the document to Priya.

“Is will ke mutabik, jo kuch Ms. Malhotra ke naam pe tha, woh sab Adi ka hai.” Vishal revealed. “The day Adi turns 21, he will inherit all her properties and assets. I had the property assessed. As of today, the total value of the inheritance stands at 800 crores. By the time Adi comes into the money, it will easily double.”

Arnav and Priya shared a surprised glance. They did not know about this will.

“Yeh will aapko kahan se mili?” Priya locked eyes with Vishal. Something about the will did not sit right with her.

Vishal kept his gaze focused downward, avoiding any eye contact. “That’s confidential information.”

“You mean Mrs. Rathod ko is will ke baare mein pata tha?” Disappointment washed over Priya as she shook her head. “That is why she accused us of taking in Adi for money. It was never about Saudamini Industries. Was it? Aur kya kya chhupaya hai unhone humse?”

Vishal sighed. Mrs. Rathod had a massive secret that she had yet to disclose, but he respected the fact that it was not his position to share.

“Isi property ke liye Arun Malhotra guardianship ke liye contest kar raha tha.” Arnav’s eyes narrowed in anger. “I’m very sure he must have been aware of the property. There is no other motivation for him.”

“The property will be the responsibility of the legal guardian until Adi turns 21. That might have been his motivation.” Vishal nodded in agreement.

“Mrs. Rathod ko Adi nahi, uski property chahiye thi. Right?” Ayu voiced his disdain.

“Mrs. Rathod didn’t want a single penny of that money, Ayushmaan.” Vishal was quick to defend. “Unka takrika galat tha, lekin unke iraade kabhi galat nahi the. She loves Adi very much.” Vishal’s gaze met Adi’s, pleading for understanding. “Adi, tumhari Maasi tumse bohot pyar karti hai. I know it’s difficult to believe, but it’s the truth. If you ever want to meet her, you can contact her at this number.”

Vishal offered Adi a card, but the boy refused to take it.

Arnav reached for the card. Shanti was Adi’s aunt. The boy was sad, but Adi might want to learn about his mother in the future. Only Shanti Rathod had any information about Sheetal Malhotra.

“Aditya,” Vishal waited for Adi to look at him and then spoke, “do you want to ask me anything about the will? I can help you with the details.”  

Adi glanced at Arnav, unsure if his brothers would appreciate the question burning in his mind.  

“Jo poochna hai, poocho Adi. It’s okay, just ask.” Arnav gave him a warm, reassuring smile.

Adi hesitated.

“Bhaiya keh rahe hai na poochne ko. Ask, Adi.” Ayu gave him a little nudge.

“Mere paas mom ki koi tasveer nahi hai.” Adi did not look up, worried that he would upset his brothers.  

With a smile on his face, Vishal retrieved an album he had been holding onto and passed it over to Adi. He was hoping Adi would ask.  

Adi’s gaze met Arnav’s. As Arnav nodded in approval, a sense of relief washed over him. He took the album and held it close to his heart. Adi wanted to open it, but an unknown fear paralyzed his hands.  

Vishal bid farewell and walked away. Arnav and Priya exchanged a glance. They could understand the boy’s hesitation. Adi had never seen his mother. Arnav wanted to talk to Adi, but Priya held him back. Adi needed a friend more than a parent.

The way Adi leaned into Ayu’s warmth told Priya that the boy would be fine with his Big-B. She gently led Arnav out of the study, closing the door behind them to ensure the boys had their privacy.

Adi couldn’t bring himself to open the album. Ayu gently took the album from the boy. He could understand Adi’s pain. Ayu was thirteen when he lost his mother. At least he had known his mother's love. Adi never laid eyes on his mother, making the boy’s pain even more unbearable.

It was difficult for Ayu. Adi’s mother was the woman responsible for his parents’ divorce. He had plenty of reasons to hate Sheetal Malhotra, but he couldn’t bring himself to. Ayu respected the woman because she was Adi’s mom. How could he despise a woman who had given him such a sweet sibling?

Ayu gathered his courage and opened the album. The smiling face staring at him took his breath away. She was beautiful. Her hazel eyes held a depth of emotion that tugged at Ayu’s heartstrings.

“Your mom was beautiful, Adi. Ek baar dekh toh le.” Ayu looked back at Adi. The boy was struggling with tears. Ayu placed the album in Adi’s lap, encouraging him to look.

Adi mustered up some courage and peeked at the picture. She took his breath away. His Big-B was right—she was truly beautiful. Adi traced her photo gently, longing for the chance to hold her close for just a moment.  

Ayu pulled him into a comforting hug. Adi snuggled into Ayu’s warmth, wondering how his Big-B could offer him comfort, knowing the truth. Ayu had a heart of gold. Adi would forever be thankful for the support.
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WHEN ADI ARRIVED HOME from school, his excitement was palpable as he leaped and bounced around in pure joy. Prithvi Sighania, his mentor and Arnav’s best friend, promised to help him with his debut album. Adi’s excitement at sharing the news with Priya faded when he saw Sanjana sitting in the hall with her.

Priya saw him walk in and smiled. “Aa gaya tu, kaisa gaya tera music session?”  

Adi’s smile returned. His excitement surpassed his dislike of Sanjana. “Aaj Prithvi Bhai ke saath meri class thi. Guess kya kaha unhone?”  

“Tu hi bata de.” Priya made room for Adi to sit beside her. He cuddled up next to her with no hesitation.  

“He promised to help me launch my album, Bhabhi! I’m sooo excited. Bhaiya kahaan hain?”  

“Abhi tak aaye nahi hain office se. Tu fresh ho ja, snacks ready hain.”  

Adi planted a quick kiss on her cheek. “Love you, Bhabhi. You’re the best!”  

He wanted to go, but Priya grabbed his hand and stopped him.

“Are you not forgetting something, Adi?” Priya gave a pointed look and asked.  

Adi sighed. He was hoping to sneak out without saying hello to Sanjana. Nothing ever escaped his Bhabhi’s eye.

With a forced smile, he faced Sanjana. “Good Evening, Dr. Mehra.”  

Sanjana smiled, but wondered when the boy would. “Hello, Adi. Kaise ho?”  

“Fine, thank you,” Adi replied, looking back at Priya and mouthing, “Jaaon?”  

Priya clenched her teeth to hold back a sigh and gave a nod. Adi raced upstairs as if his life depended on it.

Priya wished Arnav would address the issue soon. The way the boy treated Sanjana wasn’t fair to the couple. Sanjana deserved their love and understanding. Adi needed to change his attitude. Only Arnav could make the boy see sense.
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AFTER COMING BACK FROM home, Arnav walked into Adi’s room. With his nose buried in books, the boy seemed oblivious to his surroundings as he carefully worked on his assignment. While Arnav had every intention of talking to Adi about the album, Priya had brought up her concerns about his behavior toward Sanjana. The behavior needed to be addressed urgently, particularly when it impacted the family.  

Arnav cleared his throat to get the boy’s attention. Adi looked up with a smile. “Aap kab aaye, Bhaiya?”  

Arnav pulled up another chair and settled himself into it. “Assignment kar raha hai?”  

Adi bobbed his head.  

“Prithvi ne phone kiya tha.”

Adi’s face lit up with excitement. “Kya main album start kar sakta hoon?”  

“Summer vacation mein shooting kar le. I’ll make the arrangements.” Arnav nodded his head in agreement.

Adi’s eyes danced with joy. “Sachhi?”  

“Haan, sachhi. Par ek shart hai.” Arnav couldn’t help teasing him a little.  

Adi frowned. “Kya?”  

“Tujhe roz mere saath jogging pe aana hoga.” Arnav said, with a straight face.  

The look of sheer distaste on Adi’s face was absolutely priceless. Arnav burst out laughing. The boy had a strong aversion to physical exercise.  

“Aap mazaak kar rahe the na, Bhaiya?” Adi chewed on his lips. He wanted the album, but the price seemed too high. 

Arnav ruffled his hair. “You need to get some exercise, Adi.”  

“Bhaiyaaa...”  

Arnav chuckled. “Chal, koi nahi. Main mazaak kar raha tha. Summer mein shooting karte hain. That should give you enough time to get everything ready. But don’t neglect your studies, Adi. I will not—”  

Adi’s arms wrapped around him in a comforting hug, making him smile. The boy had him wrapped around his fingers. “Pata hai. Maine promise kiya tha na, ki main aapke liye padhunga, toh main padhunga. Main bhi aapka hi bhai hoon—I don’t break my promises.”  

Arnav cupped Adi’s face and planted a warm kiss on his forehead. “I’m glad. Now, ek baat sach sach bataayega?”  

Adi bobbed his head, snuggling closer to Arnav.  

“Sanjana se teri kya problem hai?”  

Arnav’s sudden question caught Adi off guard. His smile faded away.  

“Adi, she is a very sweet woman, Bachcha.” Arnav pulled back and lifted the boy’s head. He wanted to see those expressive eyes. Understand what was troubling Adi. “She’s done so much for you—she even put herself in harm’s way to save you. A woman like that deserves nothing but respect. Why are you giving her the cold shoulder?”  

Adi looked away, but Arnav gently turned his face back, his eyes filled with encouragement. 

“Bachcha, tell me what’s wrong. Why do you dislike her?”

Adi remained silent for a few seconds, but he could never deny Arnav anything. “She reminds me of my past, Bhaiya.” Adi sighed. It was difficult for him to talk about it. “She makes me talk about things I’d rather forget. Jab bhi unhe dekhta hoon, mujhe sirf beeti baatein yaad aati hain. Jab tak woh sirf doctor thi, tab sab theek tha—hafte me do-teen sessions ki baat thi. Ab toh baat hi kuch aur hai. Har din mujhe unhe bardasht karna hoga. The very thought scares me.”  

Arnav’s face contorted into a frown as he observed the troubled look on Adi’s face. “She is trying to help you, beta. Yeh uska kaam hai, and she did a brilliant job with you.”  

Adi remained silent.  

“Ani use bohot pasand karta hai, Adi.” Arnav reached for the boy’s hands. “She’s the first woman he ever looked at. Agar Ani ko yeh ehsaas ho gaya ki tu iss rishte se khush nahi hai, he won’t go ahead with it. If it’s a choice between a woman and you, he will choose you.”  

Adi gasped. He did not want that. He wanted his Bhaiyu to be happy.  

“Kya tu chahta hai ki teri wajah se tere Bhaiyu Sanjana se alag ho jayen?”  

Adi shook his head.  

“Then give Sanjana a chance. Tune ab tak use doctor ki tarah dekha. Try to see her as your Bhabhi. If you let go of your prejudices, you’ll like her. She’s just like Priya. You will come to love her.”  

“Aap unko Bhabhi se compare mat karo Bhaiya. Bhabhi ke jaisa koi nahi ho sakta.” Adi was quick to retort. For Adi, Priya was his mother, the first woman he fell in love with. Any woman would pale compared to his mother.

“Theek hai,” Arnav conceded, well aware of Adi’s possessive nature. “But Sanjana is a sweet woman. Please give her a chance.”  

Adi bobbed his head but asked, “Kya Bhaiyu sach me unse shadi karenge?”  

“Yeh decision toh tere Bhaiyu ka hai, but I think she’s perfect for him. Ab tu bata, will you try to accept her?”  

Adi sighed in resignation. “Ab toh accept karna hi padega na, Bhaiya? Main apni Bhabhi ko napasand nahi kar sakta. I don’t have a choice.”  

Arnav’s eyes locked with him. He wanted Adi to understand what he was trying to communicate. “We always have a choice, Adi. You can choose to ignore your relationship with her. No one is going to put pressure on you. Use apnana ya na apnana, yeh teri marzi hai. Main bas itna keh raha hoon tu use ek mauka de. You can’t keep behaving with her this way. She deserves nothing but respect, and you are going to treat her with respect. Are you not, Adi?”  

Adi gulped, feeling the weight of the clear warning in Arnav’s voice. Arnav wouldn’t impose Sanjana on him, but he would not put up with any disrespect towards her. Adi bobbed his head in agreement.

Adi would maintain a respectful distance from Sanjana, honoring her relationship with his brother. It was the only way for everyone to be happy.  

––––––––
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JUST AS ANIRUDH WAS about to settle into bed, Adi and Ayu barged into his room, demanding to bunk in with him. Anirudh made room for them. Adi hopped onto the bed and settled next to him.

“Apne haath-pair mat chala, warna dhakke maar ke nikal dunga yahan se!” Anirudh threatened.

Adi responded with a charming smile. “Nahi kar sakte aap, Bhaiyu. You love me too much!”

Ayu hopped on the bed and positioned himself on Anirudh’s chest. Adi nudged him away. “Woh meri jagah hai, Big-B!” 

Ayu gave him a wicked smile. Adi’s jealousy was showing. The boy did not know how to share.

“Kyun, Adi?” Ayu teased him with a smile. “Bhaiyu sirf tere hain? Mera bhi haq banta hai! Yeh meri bhi jagah hai.”  

Adi sulked and turned away. Anirudh exchanged a look with Ayu, but the boy refused to give in.

Anirudh sighed.“Adi, tu bhi aa ja. Dono ke liye jagah hai, kyun bekar mein lad rahe ho?”

“Par main chota hoon na? Toh mera zyada haq banta hai!”  Adi protested with a pout.

“Haan? Kaunsi book mein likha hai yeh?” Ayu drawled.

Adi sulked and looked away. Ayu sat down with a sigh. “Tu Bhaiyu ko mujhse nahi share kar paa raha, kal Bhabhi ke saath kaise share karega?”

Adi tensed. Anirudh looked at Adi. He could see the worry in the boy’s eyes.

“Adi, baat kya hai? Why are you so upset?” Adi remained silent.

“He is jealous, Bhaiyu.” Ayu shook his head. “Isse lagta hai ki Bhabhi aa jaayengi toh aap paraye ho jaaoge. Bhabhi aane ke baad hum is tarah aapke paas aake so nahi sakte, isliye sad ho raha hai.”

Anirudh pulled Adi to his chest. He understood Adi’s fear. The boy had been deprived of love for so long that he was afraid of losing it to someone else. Priya was already a part of their lives when Adi joined the family, but Sanjana was an outsider. His apprehension was valid.

Anirudh himself had experienced similar doubts with Priya. Despite Arnav’s assurances, Anirudh could not trust Priya. Perhaps it was time to offer the same reassurances to his younger brothers. Even though Ayu didn’t show it, he harbored similar concerns.

He sat down and reached for the boys’ hands. Both Adi and Ayu looked at him, puzzled.

“No woman can ever come between us.” He assured them. “I won’t allow it.”

Adi looked away. Anirudh recalled doing the same when Arnav had given them assurances. Now, he understood how much it must have hurt his Bhaiya. He set aside his hurt and lifted Adi’s chin. “Do you trust me, beta?”

Adi looked up. “Of course, Bhaiyu.”

“I’ll never let Sanjana come between us.” He gave Adi the assurance that he needed. “You two can join me whenever you want. Sanjana will get used to it.”

Ayu grinned. “Dekha? Main bol raha tha! Tu hi stupid hai jo mana nahi.”

Adi smiled, but doubts lingered. “Par agar hamara aapke saath sone ka mann hua toh?”

Ayu whacked him. “Stupid hi rahega tu. Hum Bhaiya ke saath kabhi kabhi nahi so jaate? Unki bhi toh shaadi ho chuki hai.”

“Sab thode Bhabhi jaise hote hain?” Anirudh remembered feeling scared that Priya might distance him from Arnav. That feeling had almost destroyed their relationship. Priya had to bend over backwards to gain his trust. He did not want Sanjana to go through the same with Adi.

“You guys can join me anytime; nothing will change.” He assured Adi. “Sanjana will never come between us. She knows that already, but if you have doubts, I can wait until you are ready. I love her, Adi. But, you will come first with me. We are in no hurry to get married. We can wait.”

The boys exchanged worried glances. Adi shook his head. “Arre, kya baat kar rahe ho bhaiyu? Aisa kaun karta hai? Aap bas unhe samjha do ki woh aapke aur humare beech nahi aayen. Waise bhi, woh smart hain—samajh jayengi.”

Anirudh smiled in relief. He was glad he did not have to struggle to make Adi understand. “Tujhe kaise pata woh smart hai?” He ruffled Adi’s hair.

Adi smiled. “Isliye toh unhone aapko choose kiya Bhaiyu. Points for her.”

Anirudh pulled Adi and Ayu into his embrace. That simple conversation eased the brothers’ minds. The Oberois were ready to welcome a new member into their family. Apprehensions were understandable, but when assurances were delivered with heartfelt sincerity, misconceptions dissipated, paving the way for a new beginning!

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3
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After dinner, Priya broached the subject of engagement. She had patiently waited for Anirudh to bring up the topic of marriage, but it became increasingly clear that if she continued to wait for him, their wait would be never-ending.  

Anirudh and Sanjana shared a look. They wanted marriage, but Adi’s hesitation with Sanjana held them back.

“Ani, I asked you a question.” Priya gave him a pointed look.

“Itne jaldi kya hai, Bhabhi? I mean we need some time to get to know each other well. Right, Sanju?”

Sanjana nodded her head in agreement. They knew each other well, but Adi needed time. She was determined to wait until the boy accepted her, no matter how long it took.  

Priya shook her head. She understood their hesitation, but she did not think it was fair for Sanjana. Sanjana’s eyes glowed with love, though she restrained herself out of consideration for Anirudh’s emotions.

“Dating karna hai aapko, devarji?” 

Anirudh palmed his face. The woman was twenty-six. She was a year older than him and yet she sounded like a scolding mother. He did not know how to respond.

Arnav hid his smile. He spent a lot of time trying to convince his brother to talk about marriage. Anirudh always dodged the topic, but when it was Priya asking, he seemed to have hit a dead end.  

“Jawab dijiye, Devarji.”

Anirudh sighed as the boys chuckled. They would tease him to no end. Priya gave them the perfect ammunition. “Bhaiya ke saath rehte-rehte, aap bhi unki tarah taane marne lage ho, Bhabhi. Please yaar, aap to mera side lo.”  

Priya shook her head with a smile. “Main tumhare hi side mein hoon, Ani. You two are dating for months now. It’s time to take the next step. I know you are very serious about each other, so why waste time?”  

Anirudh frowned. “Engagement ke baad aap shaadi ki baat karoge, and I don’t want to get married so soon.”  

“Get engaged, Ani.” Arnav chimed in, “We can think about the wedding later. Don’t give people a chance to question your relationship. You are a celebrity, and people love to talk. The media is ripe with gossip. It’s difficult to keep the rumors at bay. Agar apna nahi, Sanjana ki reputation ka toh khayal karo.”  

Anirudh looked troubled. 

“It’s okay, Bhaiya. I don’t mind.” Sanjana held Anirudh’s hand in support. “People will always talk.”

“People will always talk, Sanjana, but when our women become a part of that gossip, it is a matter of concern for us.” Arnav’s eyes locked with Anirudh’s, conveying a message that was meant only for him. Anirudh nodded his head in agreement. The wisdom of Arnav’s words was not lost on him.

“Only engagement, Ani.” Priya reassured him, “Shaadi tab karna jab tum dono comfortable ho, no pressure.”  

Ayu grinned. “Haan keh do, Bhaiyu! Bahut din se ghar pe koi party nahi hui hai, is
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