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Arnav stared at the newspaper in front of him. The photo of the Indian football captain smiled back, bright and triumphant. Arnav traced his fingers over the image of the trophy that had slipped from their grasp. Regret washed through him. The team should have won that match. It had been an easy victory, yet they lost.

Anirudh dropped into the seat beside him with a glass of juice, taking refuge from his wife, who had been relentlessly urging him to rest. His gaze landed on the photo, and he glowered.

“Phir se yeh gadha match haar gaya?” he muttered, irritation sharpening his tone.

Adi, passing by, caught the words and leaned over to look at the newspaper. “Phir se haar gaye hum? Aise gadhe kaise select hote hain football team mein? Big-B ko jaana chahiye tha football team mein, ya Aru ko. Aise gadhe team mein place deserve hi nahi karte.” 

Anirudh exhaled heavily. “Hamare ghar mein saare star football players hain, lekin kisi ko desh ke liye nahi khelna. Bas business karna hai,” he remarked, throwing an accusatory glare at Arnav.

Arnav only offered a small, quiet smile.

Adi frowned at Anirudh. “Aap bhaiya ki taraf aise kyun dekh rahe ho, Bhaiyu?”  

Anirudh tapped the photo of the football captain with a sharp finger. “Iss gadhe ki jagah hamare bhaiya ko hona chahiye tha. Bhaiya hote toh aaj Indian football ki jagah kuchh aur hoti. 

Adi blinked. “Bhaiya ko hona chahiye tha matlab?”  

Anirudh leaned back, his expression tightening. “Bhaiya ko Indian football team ke liye select kiya gaya tha. In fact, unhe direct Vice Captain banaya gaya tha. Lekin inhe football mein koi interest nahi tha. It was just a hobby for him. Inhe toh bas bachpan se hi businessman banna tha, Sushant  Oberoi ke waris jo hain.”

Arnav’s smile faded, the weight of old choices settling over him. Anirudh rose abruptly and walked away. That argument had been a long-standing wound between them. Anirudh had never accepted that his brother had given up such a monumental opportunity to join their father’s business. They had fought over it fiercely and though Anirudh had eventually yielded, the difference in values and the lingering hurt had never truly healed.

Adi reached for Arnav’s hand. “Kyun football team join nahi ki aapne Bhaiya? Aapko toh football bahut pasand hai, phir...” His words trailed off, uncertainty clouding his expression.

Before Arnav could respond, the pilot’s voice crackled through the speakers, announcing their descent. The cabin lights brightened slightly as the aircraft prepared to land.

They were flying back to India.

Ayu sat beside Aru a few rows away, making sure the boy was actually resting the way he was supposed to. Arnav felt a quiet wave of relief that Ayu wasn’t part of this conversation. It was Ayu who had been the most devastated by his decision to quit the Indian team. Convincing him had taken months: tears, arguments, silence, and finally acceptance. Arnav had no desire to reopen that wound.

But memories had a way of slipping through the cracks. Once some doors were rattled, they refused to stay shut.

Memories clouded his vision as the flight crew prepared for their descent. He looked out at the drifting clouds, but all he could see was the past, refusing to leave him in peace.

Fifteen years ago...

Arnav stared at the letter in his hands, excitement buzzing through him. He was ecstatic. His father had been glowing with pride. What more could he possibly ask for? He had become the youngest player ever selected as the vice-captain of the Indian football team. He had barely played a handful of matches for the national squad, and the news had stunned him. He was only warming up and had big dreams. Dreams of leading India to new heights in the world of football. One day, he hoped, the country would be as crazy for football as it was for cricket. He would give everything he had to make that happen.

Arnav was heading toward his room when he heard Anirudh shouting. Arnav exhaled sharply what now, he wondered. His father was home, so he didn’t even need to guess who his brother was yelling at. He walked straight to his father’s room, and just as he expected, father and son were locked in a heated argument, neither showing an ounce of restraint.

A fifteen-year-old Anirudh glared at Sushant, fury burning in his eyes. “Who are you to tell me what I should and should not pursue, Mr. Oberoi? 

Sushant’s face darkened. “Your dad!”  

Anirudh scoffed. “Keep telling yourself that, and maybe one day you’ll actually start behaving like my dad.” he threw back, bitterness lacing every word.

Arnav stepped forward, anger tightening his voice. “Anirudh.”

Anirudh flinched instantly. Sushant  noticed the shift in his son’s posture the moment Arnav entered. All Arnav had to do was walk in, and the dynamic changed.

Arnav fixed his younger brother with a stern look. “Yeh kya tareeka hai Papa se baat karne ka, Ani? Maafi maang, abhi.”

Anirudh’s expression crumpled with frustration. “Aapko pata hai Dad kya keh rahe hain, Bhaiya?”  

Arnav didn’t waver. “Unhone jo bhi kaha ho, Ani, you have no right talking to him that way.”  

Anirudh’s eyes filled with helpless anger. “He wants me to stop going to painting classes and focus on my studies. He wants me to become a businessman!” 

Arnav’s eyes widened as he turned toward his father, stunned.

Anirudh grabbed Arnav’s hand, desperation spilling out of him. “Aap jaante ho na Bhaiya, main paint kiye bina nahi reh sakta. Art meri duniya hai. I don’t want to become a businessman. I hate business. Mr. Oberoi..... ” he stopped abruptly when Arnav shot him a sharp glare, and he corrected himself with a gulp. “Dad ko aap hi samjhao. Mujhe nahi banna koi businessman. I hate it. He cannot force me.”

Sushant’s patience snapped. “Bas, bahut ho gaya, Anirudh. I pay for those bloody classes. Aaj se tu nahi jayega art classes. You will do what I say.”  

Anirudh’s jaw clenched. “In your dreams. Fee nahi bharni aapko, matt bharo. But I won’t give up art. I will become what I want to be! You have no right to stop me.” 

Arnav grabbed his arm, pulling him back before he could lunge forward again. His younger brother was growing dangerously aggressive in his anger. “Anirudh, bas! Bahut kar li tune badtameezi. Papa se maafi maang, aur jaa apne kamre mein.” 

“Par, Bhaiya...” Anirudh tried to protest.

“Go!” Arnav cut him off, his voice leaving no room for argument.

Anirudh turned to leave, but something made him stop at the doorway. He looked back at his father, eyes burning. “Sorry maine aapse badtameezi ki... Dad.”  The last word left his mouth like a curse.

Sushant  froze, stunned. He took a step toward him. “Ani...” he murmured, reaching out instinctively.

Anirudh stepped back immediately. “Ek bhai ka sir jhuka hai aapke samne, Mr. Oberoi. Bete ka nahi. You will never control me. Ever.”

And with that, Anirudh walked away.

Sushantp  exhaled shakily and sank into a chair. Anirudh had always been a mystery to him. The boy obeyed Arnav’s every word and defied him with equal passion. 

Arnav quietly handed his father a glass of water and sat beside him. “Kyun gussa kar rahe ho, Dad? Aap Ani ko jaante ho. Woh bahut impulsive hai, but uske dil mein kuchh nahi hota. He didn’t mean it.”

Sushant palmed his face, exhaustion weighing down his voice. “He meant every word, Arnav. That boy hates me.”

Arnav inhaled sharply. “Nahi, Papa. Aisa kuchh nahi hai...”

Sushant waved a hand weakly. “Jaane do, Arnav. Aur batao Delhi kab jaa rahe ho? Reporting kab hai?”

Arnav hesitated. “Do din mein. But Dad... aap Ani ko kyun rok rahe ho? Humne iss baare mein baat ki thi na? Aap maan bhi gaye thay. Phir kyun aap ose force kar rahe ho?”

Sushant’s shoulders slumped. “Tab haalaat aur thay, Arnav. I’m not getting any younger. Karodon ka business hai, Bachcha. Ise sambhaalne wala bhi toh koi chahiye na? Tu football mein busy hoga. You need to focus on your game. Anirudh has to learn to take responsibility. Kavya ne ose bahut pamper kar diya hai. He has become obsessed with art. Kya karega woh paintings karke? Is that even a career?”

Arnav’s voice tightened with hurt. “Is football a career, Dad? Kya hai game mein? Kuchh bhi toh nahi. It’s just my passion. The same way art is for Ani and business is for you. Aap kyun force kar rahe ho ose? I will help you in business, Papa. Bas kuchh din hectic schedule rahega, phir...”  

Sushant  rose abruptly. “Nahi, Arnav. You need to give your attention to the game, Bachcha. Establish your career. Fulfill your dreams. Anirudh hai na...” 

Arnav’s expression cracked. “Mere sapno ki keemat chukane ke liye?” 

Sushant  paused, startled by the accusation. When would his eldest son stop carrying the world on his shoulders and think about himself?

“Arnav,” Sushant  began, his tone firm, “let Anirudh become responsible. Saari zindagi tu ose protect karta raha. Let him face reality. Art mein kuchh nahi hai. He will make nothing of himself in that field.”

Arnav’s eyes flashed. “One day Anirudh Oberoi will take the world of art by storm. His name will make your name popular Dad, yeh vishwas hai mera. Ani is very talented. Please don’t stop him, Dad. Please.” 

Sushant  exhaled heavily. “Arnav, it’s not only about Anirudh. I need an heir to my empire. Ayu abhi bachcha hai. I can’t wait for him to grow up.”

A chill ran through Arnav’s spine at the thought of his Ayu being forced into something he didn’t want. “You need an heir?” he repeated, his voice low and cold.

Sushant nodded. “Itna bada business hai, Arnav. Koi toh chahiye sambhaalne ke liye. Ani nahi toh phir Ayu...”

Arnav’s voice sharpened instantly. “No, Dad. Kabhi nahi. Aap na Ani ko majboor karenge, aur na Ayu ko.”

“Arnav...” Sushant  tried again, but Arnav cut him off gently, though firmly.

“I understand what you’re getting at. Aapko waris chahiye. You need someone to look after your business. Isme kuchh galat nahi hai. Bas aap Ani aur Ayu ko majboor matt kijiye.”

Sushant’s frustration returned. “Woh dono nahi toh aur kaun, Arnav? Mujhe..... ”

But Arnav wasn’t listening anymore.

His gaze dropped to the appointment letter still clutched in his hand. Sometimes family precedes dreams and this was one of those moments. He couldn’t let his younger brothers pay the price for his ambitions. They deserved to live life on their own terms. Anirudh would become a sculptor. Ayu would follow his own path. Arnav would make sure of it.

With a heart weighed down by sorrow, Arnav tore the appointment letter in half. His eyes stung, but he blinked the tears away before they could fall.

Sushant frowned in confusion. “Kya hai uss paper mein?” He questioned, eyeing the torn pieces.

Arnav exhaled slowly. “Mera joining letter,” he revealed, his voice steady despite the storm inside him.

Sushant’s eyes widened. “Kya kiya tune, Arnav! Yeh tera sapna tha...” 

Arnav’s expression softened with quiet resolve. “Sapna toh Ani ka bhi hai, Papa. If one of us has to sacrifice our dreams, let it be me. Aapko waris chahiye. I will take over your business.”

“Nahi, Arnav...” 

Arnav lifted a hand gently. “It’s okay, Dad. Woh dono bachche hain abhi. Jeene dijiye unhe apni zindagi. Main football kabhi bhi khel sakta hoon. It’s just a sport. Agar main nationals ke liye select nahi hota toh yeh problem aati hi nahi. Soch lijiye main select nahi hua. Nothing changed, nothing will ever change. I will not let you force Ani. Ever.”

He turned to walk away.

Sushant’s voice cracked behind him. “Jin bhaiyon ke liye tu yeh kar raha hai na, Arnav... woh kabhi tujhe nahi samjhenge. They don’t deserve your sacrifice.”

Arnav paused, glancing back with unwavering conviction. “They are my strength, Dad. They will always be my strength. Aap kabhi bhi mere kisi bhi bhai ko majboor nahi karenge. That includes Aditya.”

Sushant froze. He had never expected Arnav to bring up Adi. After the truth came out, the family had turned away from the boy. Sushant  had become a guest in his own home. The topic of divorce had driven a wedge between him and Arnav. So how was Arnav speaking of  Adi now?

Arnav stepped closer, his voice firm but calm. “Mujhe pasand ho ya na ho,  Adi mera chhota bhai hai. I will always accept that relationship. So this is my condition. I will take over your business. In return, you will never force any of my brothers to do something they do not want to do. Promise me.”

Sushant’s shoulders sagged. “You will regret this, Arnav. You will regret giving up your dreams. Jin bhaiyon ke liye tu yeh sab kar raha hai na... wahi bhai tujhe kahin ka nahi chhodenge. You will regret it one day...”

“Arnav.” Priya’s voice cut through the haze of memory. Arnav blinked, startled, the past dissolving as he looked up.

Priya smiled warmly. “Kahan kho gaye aap? We reached. Chalein?” 

Ayu grinned. “Aapke khayalon mein hi khoye honge, Bhabhi. Soch rahe honge anniversary pe kya gift dein aapko,” he joked, nudging Aru lightly.

Aru chimed in with a mischievous grin. “Yaad hai na, Bhaiya? Parso aapki seventh anniversary hai. Ya bhool gaye aap?”

Adi burst into laughter. “Bhool gaye toh bhabhi band nahi baja dengi?”

Anirudh smirked. “Dheere bol, yaar. Agar koi sun lega ki the great industrialist Arnav Oberoi apni hi biwi se darte hain... toh kya hoga bhaiya ki reputation ka?”

Arnav stood up slowly. Instantly, all three of his brothers stepped back in mock fear. Ayu kept a steadying hand on Aru, who was still recovering. Adi subtly supported Anirudh, pretending he wasn’t doing it.  

Arnav looked at their smiling faces. His chaotic, loud, infuriating, beloved brothers and his chest loosened.

His father had been wrong.

His brothers were his greatest strength. His family would always stand with him, no matter what. The price he had paid for their happiness was no regret at all.

They were happy as they deserved to be.

What more could he possibly ask for?
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Priya was grateful to be back home, safe within familiar walls. Her family was safe and happy. Arnav was finally relaxed. Aru was recovering well. God had answered her prayers, and she held that gratitude close to her heart.

She prepared the food for Anirudh and Aru herself. The doctor had prescribed a stringent diet, and she wanted to make sure they were taken care of properly.

Ayu stepped into the kitchen to collect Aru’s meal. Adi was already feeding Anirudh. Ayu knew Aru would be far more difficult to handle than his bhaiyu. Adi could manage Anirudh easily, but was vexed with his twin. Ayu decided to give him a break. 

Priya noticed Ayu and handed him the meal. She knew only he could handle the impulsive, stubborn Aru. Ayu always knew when to be gentle and when to exert his authority as the elder brother. He would make sure Aru ate and took his medication.

✦✦ ✧✦✦

Aru spotted Ayu with the tray and immediately pulled a face. With Arnav, he could get away with puppy eyes. He could annoy Adi into doing his bidding, but with Ayu, he was grid locked. He had no choice but to comply. Aru had learned early on that his Big-B could be as stubborn as him and he respected that.

Ayu sat beside him with the plate and fixed him with a pointed stare until Aru settled down to eat. Aru poked at the soup miserably. He had nothing against the strict diet, but he simply loathed soups.

Ayu took the bowl from him and began feeding him. “Kyun itne nakhre kar raha hai? Soup bahut achchha bana hai, pee le.” 

Aru drank but grimaced dramatically. “Kya yaar, Big-B... aapko taras nahi aata mujhpe? Ek hafte se iss ghatiya soup pe jee raha hoon. Please, bhabhi se kaho mere liye kuchh achchha banane ke liye. Ya phir mujhe khud cook karne do...”  

Ayu cut him off by pushing another spoonful into his mouth. “Keep dreaming, idiot. Jo tere saath hua, aur jo kaand tune kiya... uske baad agar bhaiya-bhabhi tujhe iss kamre se baahar bhi nikalne dein, toh woh bahut badi baat hogi.”  

Aru pouted. “Maine kya kaand kiya?”  

Ayu shot him a sharp look. “Hero banne ki zarurat kya thi, Aru? Wahan security thi na. They would’ve handled it. Par, Raja Sahab ko toh bas heroism dikhana tha.”

Aru grabbed a pillow and smacked him lightly. “Yeh ‘Raja Sahab’ ke taane maarna aap band karo, Big-B. Main kahin ka raja nahi hoon.”

Ayu resumed feeding him with a snort. “Glad you know that. Now stop cribbing and eat. Agle ek mahine tak yeh soup hi hai teri diet mein. Bhaiya maan bhi jaayein, tab bhi bhabhi nahi manengi. You just need to learn to live with it.”

Aru ate in silence. He knew when he had lost. There was no point in arguing with any of them. When Priya decided something, all of them obeyed without question. That was the Oberoi way.

Ayu caught his resigned expression and sighed softly. “Kuchh din ki baat hai Aru. Bhabhi ka darr kam ho jaaye, phir woh khud samajh jayengi. Bahut dara diya hai tune aur bhaiyu ne unhe. Bahut pyaar karti hain woh humse. Kuchh ho jaata tujhe toh sabse zyada takleef unhe hi hoti. Kyun ki tune aisi stupidity?”

Aru looked away, jaw tightening. He had no answer.

Ayu leaned forward. “Ab nazrein churane se kya milega tujhe, Aru? Mujhe laga tu bahut smart hai... phir bhi tune....”

Aru gently cut him off, his voice low. “Aapne bhi wahi kiya tha na, Big-B.”

Ayu froze.

Aru reached out and clasped his hand. “Main wahan tha, Big-B. I saw everything that day. Naina ne goli Adi pe chalayi thi... aap beech mein aa gaye. Uss din mujhe ehsaas hua ki Adi kya hai aapke liye, aap sabke liye. Jis tarah aapne Adi ko protect kiya, usi tarah maine bhaiyu ko protect karne ki koshish ki. Mujhe pata hai aap upset ho, par meri situation aap nahi samjhoge toh kaun samjhega?”

Ayu let out a long breath. Aru was right. He had done the same thing, and he would do it again if the situation repeated. He shouldn’t expect Aru to behave differently, but the elder brother in him still wanted Aru safe. How could he let his younger brother walk into danger?

“Aru,” he murmured, voice softening, “main tujhe galat nahi thehra raha. Bas itna keh raha hoon ki tujhe itna risk lene ki zarurat nahi thi. Let the security handle it next time, okay?”

Aru arched his brow. “Aap security ko handle karne doge next time?”

Ayu deflated instantly. There was no winning this argument. Aru was an Oberoi, and Oberois always put family first. That was simply their way.

✦✦ ✧✦✦

Adi walked into Aru’s room after dinner. He wanted to check on Aru before heading to bed. Aru and Ayu were still talking, but both smiled when he entered.

“Tune dawai li?” Adi asked, concern tightening his voice.

Aru nodded with a small grin. “Haan, le li. Tu soya nahi abhi tak? Kal tera concert hai na.”

“So jaaunga,” Adi muttered, hovering near him. “Tu pehle aaram kar. Doctor ne bola na bahut rest karna hai.”

Aru sighed dramatically. “Din bhar se rest hi toh kar raha hoon, Adi. Ab thodi der baat karne de mujhe Big-B se.”

“Baatein baad mein bhi ho sakti hain,” Adi insisted, crossing his arms. “Pehle tu aaram kar.”

Aru shot him an irritated glare. “Kyun pareshaan kar raha hai? Bola na so jaaunga.”

“Tu rest nahi lega toh phir se teri tabiyat kharab ho jayegi.”  

Aru was about to snap back when Ayu caught his hand, stopping him gently. He understood Adi’s fear. The boy wasn’t controlling. He was terrified of losing Aru. What he needed was reassurance, not irritation.

Ayu spoke softly. “Adi, Aru abhi theek hai. Didn’t the doctor say that he can ease back on painkillers? Relax, okay? Ose thodi der baithne de.”

“Haan toh main bhi wahi keh raha hoon na, Big-B,” Adi protested. “Aru ko rest karna chahiye. Yeh bekaar mein mujhpe gussa kar raha hai.”

Ayu tugged him closer and guided him to sit. “Gussa nahi kar raha, bas irritated hai. Tu baith... aur kuchh der baat kar isse. Main abhi aata hoon.”

He stepped out, giving the twins space. Their bond was different and did not have room for a third person. He had no intention of standing between them.

Adi turned to Aru and clasped his hand. “Gussa matt ho tu... main bas aise hi....”

Aru let out a tired breath. “Mujhe pata hai tu darr gaya, Adi, par samajh na... mujhe bhi thoda break chahiye, yaar. Bhaiya-bhabhi waise hi mujhe kuchh karne nahi dete. Tu bhi aise behave karega toh kaise chalega, bata?”

Adi narrowed his eyes. “Achchha? Matlab agar main teri jagah beemar pada hota, toh tu mujhe apni manmaani karne deta?”

Aru’s lips curved into a mischievous smile. “Aise kaise? Tujhe toh ab tak do laga chuka hota.”

Adi huffed. “Toh lagaoon kya tujhe do?”

“Haww, Adi! Apne bade bhai pe haath uthayega?” Aru teased, widening his eyes dramatically.

Adi’s eyes flared with annoyance. “Tu mera bada bhai nahi hai.”

“The last I checked,” Aru declared with mock pride, “elder brother ka matlab hota hai sibling born before you. Toh hua na main tera bada bhai? Tujhe toh mere paon bhi chhoone chahiye.”

Adi glared. “Paon chhoone chahiye?”

Aru’s grin widened. He loved teasing Adi. His twin was too innocent, too earnest, and always fell for his pranks.

Adi grabbed a pillow and smacked him. “Tu mera koi bada bhai nahi hai! You’re my twin, okay? Main nahi chhoone wala tere paon.”

Aru burst into laughter, and Adi glared harder. “Kyun geedad ki tarah hass raha hai?”

Aru tugged Adi’s cheeks playfully. “Tu kitna cute hai, Adi. Tujhe chhedna kitna aasaan hai. I was just kidding. Chhota bhai banne ka shauk tujhe hai, mujhe bada bhai nahi banna. Relax, okay? I’m happy being your twin.”

Adi frowned, confused. “Tu mazaak kar raha tha?”

“Nahi toh. Tujhe kya laga?” Aru teased, widening his eyes. “Oh God, Adi... kahin tu sach-mein mere paon chhoone ke baare mein toh nahi soch raha na? That would just finish me, yaar.”

Adi smacked him with the pillow again. “Har baat pe mazaak! Big-B ki photocopy hai tu! Nahi baat karni mujhe tujhse. Jo karna hai kar, jaa raha hoon main.”

He stood up to leave, but Aru caught his wrist. “Yaar, tu rooth jayega toh main baat kisse karunga, bata? Ek tu hi toh hai jo meri sunta hai. Baaki sab toh bas mujhpe hukum chalate hain.”

Adi narrowed his eyes. “Bata doon sabko jaake yeh baat?”

“Tu aise karega apne beemar bhai ke saath?” Aru countered dramatically.

Adi sighed, and he hugged him on impulse. He knew Aru was joking, but he couldn’t keep up the banter anymore. He was genuinely scared for him.

Arnav walked inside with the medicines and saw the boys hugging. He could feel Adi’s agitation. Adi’s emotions ran deep. He could feel his pain.

Arnav crouched beside Adi. “Adi, Aru theek hai, Bachcha. Kyun itna upset ho raha hai?”

Adi’s voice wobbled. “Dekho na, Bhaiya... woh rest nahi kar raha.”

Arnav brushed his hair back. “Woh rest karega, Bachcha. Tu jitna bolega utna rest karega. Itna dara diya hai usne hum sabko... aise thodi hi jaane denge hum ose? Ab woh wahi karega jo hum chahte hain. Kyun, Aryan?”

Aru looked away stubbornly.

Arnav gently cupped Aru’s chin and made him face him. “Jo tune kiya na... uske liye tujhe maar padni chahiye. Shukar mana tu maar khane ki haalat mein nahi hai. Don’t think I’ll let the matter slide. We’ll talk about your heroism later.” His voice dropped into a warning. “Ab, jab tak tu theek nahi ho jaata, chup-chap Adi ki baat maan. Agar ose phir se upset kiya toh...”

He didn’t finish the sentence; he didn’t need to. Aru understood perfectly.

Aru let out a dramatic whine. “Kya yaar, Bhaiya... hamesha aap iski  side lete ho? Ab kya sirf yeh hi ek aapka bachcha hai? Main kuchh nahi?”

Adi couldn’t help smiling. After so long, he was finally seeing a glimpse of the old Aru, the bubbly, mischievous Aru who claimed his rights without hesitation. He prayed this meant they were getting their brother back.

Arnav ruffled Aru’s hair affectionately. “Tu bhi mera hi bachcha hai, Aru. Par Adi sahi keh raha hai. You need to rest.”

Aru looked away.

“Dawai le li tune?” Arnav asked quietly.

Aru nodded. Arnav helped him lie down, adjusting the pillows until he was comfortable. “So jaa, Aru. You need to sleep, Bachcha.”

Aru didn’t argue and closed his eyes as Arnav’s fingers threaded gently through his hair. Aru loved that. Slowly, he drifted off. Arnav tucked the blanket around him, pressed a soft kiss to his forehead, and turned to leave, and noticed Adi still standing there, tense and worried. 

Arnav pulled him into a warm hug. “Ose kuch nahi hua hai, Adi. Relax, Bachcha. Kal tujhe concert pe nahi jaana?”

Adi snuggled closer, voice small. “Aru bahut ziddi hai, Bhaiya. Woh bilkul rest nahi karta. Aise kaise chalega? Aap nahi aate toh...”

Arnav stroked his back gently. “Adi, sometimes we need to learn to let go, Bachcha. Aru ki jagah khud ko rakh ke dekh. He’s a very active guy. Bed pe confined rehna uske liye punishment jaisa hai. Mujhe pata hai woh kya feel kar raha hai.”

He tipped Adi’s chin up. “Main yeh nahi keh raha ki main ose manmaani karne dunga. But still... I think hamein thodi dheel deni chahiye. Be his best friend, Adi. That’s what he needs right now. Baaki toh uske teen-teen bade bhai hain na ose bully karne ke liye. What do you say?”

Adi finally smiled. Arnav always knew how to steady him.

Arnav nudged him lightly. “Ab jaa, aaram kar. Tu beemar pad gaya toh teri bhabhi tujhe bed se utarne bhi nahi degi. She’s already stressed out; don’t give her more stress.”

Adi nodded immediately. None of them ever wanted to trouble their angel. She was their center of gravity. If she were happy, the entire house felt lighter.

✦✦ ✧✦✦

It was Mother’s Day, an important day for the Oberoi brothers. As usual, Adi and Ayu had gifts ready for Priya. She was used to their yearly enthusiasm by now.

What truly touched her heart, though, was the effort the boys had put in to help little Anshul and Abhigyan prepare a handmade Mother’s Day card for her. The gesture overwhelmed her. She was wiping her happy tears when the maid entered and handed her a bouquet.

She pulled out the card tucked inside and froze when she saw Aru’s name.

She had raised Adi and Ayu. Their wishes never surprised her, but for Aru to do the same was something she had never expected.

Aru walked in with Ayu and wrapped his arms around her. “Happy Mother’s Day, Bhabhi,” he murmured, leaning into her gently.

Priya’s eyes misted again, and she hugged him back, careful of his injuries. “Thank you, Bachcha.”

Aru brushed away her tears with tender fingers. “I’m so lucky to have you, Bhabhi. Mere paas do-do moms hain. I must be the luckiest guy on earth.”

Priya kissed his forehead softly. Coming from him, it meant everything. He was so much like her husband. He loved without hesitation, and when he accepted someone as family, he gave them his whole heart. If he was calling her his mother, he meant it completely.

Ayu gently tugged her away. “Kyun rula raha hai bhabhi ko Mother’s Day pe? Chal, side ho jaa. Abhi bhaiyu ki baari hai.”

Priya turned toward the door. Anirudh stood there with a sheepish smile, holding her favorite roses. If he thought roses alone would save him, he was very mistaken. She walked right past him without a glance.

Ayu chuckled under his breath. “In roses se kaam nahi chalne wala, Bhaiyu. Bhabhi bahut naaraz hain.”

Anirudh swatted him lightly with the bouquet. “Pata hai, genius. Khade-khade tamasha dekhta rahega ya koi idea bhi dega unhe manane ka?”

Ayu lifted his hands innocently. “Arey, mujhse kya poochh rahe ho, Bhaiyu? Ideas ki dukaan toh aapka yeh laadla hai. Usi se poochh lo.”

Anirudh turned toward Aru, who didn’t even bother acknowledging him and simply walked away.

Ayu gasped dramatically. “Haww, Bhaiyu! Yeh bhi aapse naaraz hai. Kis-kis ko manaoge aap?”

Anirudh groaned, clearly annoyed. “Tujhe bahut maza aa raha hai na?”

Ayu’s smile faded. “Aapne harkatein hi aisi ki hain, Bhaiyu. Jaan nikaal di sabki. Bhabhi aapki best friend hain na? Aapne apni best friend se bhi sach chhupaya? Unhe manana aasaan nahi hoga. Bahut royi hain woh aapke liye. Aap jitne bhi haath-pair jodo, woh  kam hi hoga.”

With that, Ayu walked away.

Anirudh let out a long breath. Their anger was justified. He just had to swallow it and face the consequences.

✦✦ ✧✦✦

Priya was cooking in the kitchen when she felt a pair of arms wrap around her from behind, holding her in a tight embrace. She knew exactly who it was and chose not to respond.

“Kab tak gussa karoge, Bhabhi?” Anirudh murmured against her shoulder. “Please na... ho gayi stupidity. Baat kar lo.”

Priya slipped out of his arms and continued stirring the pot. Anirudh noticed she was making kheer and couldn’t help smiling. He was the only one in the house who liked it. His brothers avoided it entirely. His mother had made it for him on every special occasion. Priya had learned that from Ayu and made sure to prepare it for him every time. That was how deeply she loved him, and he had hurt her by hiding the truth.

Anirudh gently turned her to face him and held his ears. “Galti ho gayi, Bhabhi. Please maaf kar do.”

Priya looked away, blinking rapidly to keep her tears from falling. Anirudh held a very special place in her heart. They shared everything. She couldn’t accept that he had hidden something so big from her.

“I’m sorry, Bhabhi,” he whispered. “Uss waqt main bas Aru ke baare mein soch raha tha. I just wanted him safe. Aap sabko sach batata toh aap bhi pareshaan ho jaate. I didn’t want to trouble you.”

Priya’s voice trembled, but she kept it steady. “And in the end, were not troubled, Anirudh? Jab doctor ne humse kaha ki tum shayad kabhi nahi uthoge... tumhe andaza bhi hai humpe kya beeti thi? You let a third person tell us what you should have told us. We deserved to hear the truth from you, Anirudh.”

Anirudh lowered his gaze, guilt weighing him down.

Priya continued softly but firmly. “Jis tarah Aru tere liye important hai, usi tarah tum bhi hamare liye important ho. Just because you’re an overgrown idiot doesn’t mean we love you any less.”

That finally tugged a smile out of him. He stepped closer and held her hands. “Ho gayi stupidity, Bhabhi. Bata dena chahiye tha mujhe sach. Mujhe laga aap aur bhaiya pareshaan ho jaoge...”

Priya shook her head. “Pareshaan kaise nahi hote, Ani? Hote. Par tumhara saath bhi dete. Sanjana would have had our support, but you let her go through hell on her own, and that too at a time when she needed our love the most.”

Anirudh exhaled shakily. “Sorry, Bhabhi...”

Priya’s voice trembled. “Matt bolo sorry, Ani. Tumne apne bhai ki jaan bachayi. I respect you for that. But sach chhupane ka decision galat tha. You had no right to make that decision on your own. You had no right to keep your pain and suffering to yourself. Pariwaar hoke bhi tum akele lade apne darr se. I cannot forgive you for that, Ani. I will not forgive you.”  Her voice cracked.

Anirudh pulled her into a tight embrace, holding her as if anchoring himself. He understood her pain better than anyone else. He had longed for this very embrace when he was terrified before surgery. Anirudh had wished for his Bhaiya-Bhabhi to hold him and tell him everything would be fine. He knew exactly what she meant, and he loved her even more for it.

“Aap sahi kehte ho, Bhabhi,” he murmured, his voice thick. “Main sirf dil se sochta hoon. I don’t use my brain. I’m a moron.”

Priya pulled back sharply and smacked his arm. “Don’t you dare call yourself that! You may be stupid, maybe even melodramatic, but you are not a moron.” She cupped his face gently. “You have a heart of gold, Ani. That is what makes you Anirudh Oberoi. I don’t want you to change. But please... iss tarah hamein darana band karo. Hum tumhare bina nahi reh sakte. Please samjho.”

Anirudh hugged her again, holding her as if reassuring both of them that they were okay.

Sanjana stood at the doorway, smiling softly. She had come to speak to Priya, to convince her to give Anirudh a chance. Her husband had been absolutely miserable, but seeing them together now, she knew he would be fine. The Oberoi men could never stay away from Priya. That was simply who they were, and she loved them for it.

✦✦ ✧✦✦

After dinner, Arnav called all his brothers to his study. None of his younger siblings possessed even a shred of self-preservation. It was time he addressed that.

The brothers exchanged puzzled looks. What was this emergency family meeting about? Arnav’s silence was unnerving. They all turned on Adi at once.

Anirudh jabbed a finger at him. “Ab kaunsa kaand kiya tune? Do din break nahi le sakta tu? Chain nahi hai tujhe?”

Adi bristled. “Arey, maine kuchh nahi kiya! Zaroor aapne hi kuchh kiya hoga! Isliye....”

Ayu hissed at him. “Zaroor tune hi kuchh kiya hoga! Galti tu karta hai aur bhaiya band hamari bajate hain.”

Aru crossed his arms dramatically. “Koi shaq nahi hai, Big-B. Isne hi kuchh kiya hai. Abey, bata na kya kiya! Prepared rahenge toh bhaiya se deal kar paayenge. Warna...”

Arnav finally cut in, voice dry. “Ho gayi tum chaaron ki guftagu, toh main kuchh boloon?”

The brothers shot Adi with identical disdainful looks and then turned back to Arnav in perfect synchronization.

Anirudh lifted his hands defensively. “Dekho Bhaiya... bachcha hai woh. Ho gayi hogi usse galti. Jaane do aap...”

Arnav arched his brow. “Aap toh sarvagyani hain, Anirudh ji. Aapko toh sab pata hota hai. Toh bata dijiye, maine aap sabko kyun bulaya hai?”

A sulk crept up on Anirudh, and he despised it. Arnav always managed to make him feel like a rebellious teenager, and he hated that feeling.

Aru jumped in quickly. “Zaroor iss Adi ne koi kaand kiya hoga. Isliye aap....”

Arnav’s eyebrow shot up higher. “Aur tu toh kabhi kuchh galat karta hi nahi, Aryan. Kyun?”

Aru instantly looked away. His brother knew exactly how to shut him up.

Ayu crossed his arms. “Arey, uspe kyun baras rahe ho aap? Ab kya kiya aapke laadle ne?”

Arnav gave him a flat stare. “Really, Ayushmaan? Is that how smart you are? Saari galti sirf Adi karta hai? Tum teeno toh doodh ke dhule ho?”

Ayu’s throat closed up. Whenever Arnav used his full name, he knew he was in trouble.

Adi puffed up indignantly. “Exactly, Bhaiya! In teeno ko toh bas bahana chahiye mujhpe chadhne ke liye. Kuchh bhi....” He froze mid-sentence as Arnav’s glare landed on him. One look was enough to terrify him.

Arnav’s voice dropped dangerously. “Aap toh muh kholiye hi matt, Aditya ji...”

Adi’s face crumpled into a sulk. “Yeh ‘ji’ waale taane matt maaro aap. Chahe toh do thappad laga do, par taane matt maro.”

Arnav stood up slowly.

Adi gulped and immediately looked at Anirudh for rescue.

“Bhaiya...” Anirudh tried, stepping forward.

Arnav cut him off sharply. “Shut up and listen.”

The four brothers froze like deer caught in headlights.

Arnav’s voice was calm, which made it even scarier. “What is wrong with the four of you? Why do you love inviting trouble so much?”

Aru threw up his hands. “Arey, par kya kiya hai iss gadhe ne, woh toh bata do aap!”

Arnav shot him a glare so sharp Aru immediately looked away.

“Tum chaaron ne kya kiya hai,” Arnav corrected coldly.

All four chorused in perfect panic-sync: “Kya kiya hai humne?”

Arnav pinched the bridge of his nose. “You guys have zero self-preservation. From the moment you grew up, each one of you has made it your life's mission to risk your lives. You will give me a heart attack one day.”

The brothers exchanged sheepish smiles. So that was why they were here. They were about to receive the infamous Arnav Oberoi lecture.

Arnav launched into a full scolding, pacing as he listed every reckless stunt they had ever pulled. The brothers tried very hard not to smile. They had heard this lecture so many times that they could practically recite it word for word.

Arnav stopped mid-sentence when he noticed their expressions. He narrowed his eyes. “Am I cracking a joke here?”

Aru stood up, reached forward, and tugged Arnav’s cheeks. “You look so cute when you’re angry, Bhaiya.”

The other three stared at him. Only Aru could take such liberties with Arnav and survive. 

Aru wrapped his arms around Arnav in a hug. Arnav steadied him carefully. “Aaram se, Aru. Lag jayegi tujhe.”

Ayu joined them with a grin. “Aap ho na iska dhyan rakhne ke liye, Bhaiya. Kaise lagegi ise?”

Adi stretched lazily on the couch. “Kya yaar, Bhaiya... isliye bulaya aapne hamein ? Mujhe laga sach-mein kuchh gadbad kar di maine.”

Aru chuckled, still clinging to Arnav. Adi could lighten any situation without even trying.

Arnav sighed dramatically. “My words are wasted on you guys. You’re just hopeless.”

Anirudh leaned back with a soft smile. “Ab jaise bhi hain... aapke hi bachche hain, Bhaiya. Jo bhi seekha hai, aapse hi seekha hai. Toh karenge bhi wahi jo aap karte aaye ho... hai na?”

Arnav finally gave up. There was no point in lecturing them. They would never change. They would always risk their lives for each other. How could he scold them for loving so fiercely? All he could do was make sure they stayed safe. He would tighten security, keep a closer watch, and protect them with everything he had. As long as he was there, nothing would happen to his brothers. That was his way, the Arnav Oberoi way.
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​Chapter 2
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Arnav came back from the study and went straight to the kitchen. He needed to shake off the stress coiling in his chest, and cooking had always been his best escape. Tonight, his family was going to have a grand meal. He had barely begun chopping vegetables when he heard the cries and his heart lurched. 

Arnav rushed out to check on the kids.

Anshul and Abhi were in the middle of a full-blown fight. The moment Abhi spotted him, the little boy ran straight into his arms. Arnav scooped him up without hesitation. Abhi buried his face in Arnav’s chest and sobbed.

Arnav tensed, his voice softening as he leaned closer. “Kya ho gaya, Bachcha? Aap ro kyun rahe ho?” he murmured, brushing a hand over Abhi’s back.

Abhi looked up at him with tear-filled eyes. “Bhi bad!” he whimpered, pointing accusingly at his brother.

Arnav glanced at Anshul, who looked furious. He crouched down in front of his four-year-old, but the boy turned his face away, a classic Oberoi trait.

Arnav gently turned him back toward him. “Kya ho gaya, Bachcha? Abhi kyun ro raha hai?” he coaxed.

Anshul huffed, his tiny voice thick with annoyance. “Ichhne mela toy toda.” He held up his favorite toy, now broken.

Arnav sighed and shifted his gaze to his two-year-old, who gave him a guilty little pout.

“Aapne toda toy?” Arnav prompted, arching a brow.

Abhi bobbed his head, impossibly cute and painfully innocent.

“Kyun, Bachcha?” Arnav urged, his tone patient.

Abhi’s shoulders drooped. “Bhi khele...” 

Arnav’s expression softened. Of course. His younger son must have wanted to play with his brother, who had been too busy with the new toy. A simple misunderstanding. One he could fix. “Aapke bhaiya aapke saath nahi khel rahe the, isliye aapne todey toy?” he asked gently.

Abhi nodded again.

Anshul’s face crumpled. “Abhi is bad, Papa. I don’t want Abhi.”

Adi, Aru, and Ayu were on their way to their room when they heard that and froze, startled. They had never heard Anshul speak like that. Abhi burst into tears again. He might not have understood every word, but he understood enough that his brother was angry with him, and that hurt.

Arnav lowered Abhi to the floor and guided both boys to sit together. Anshul stubbornly ignored the crying toddler, but Abhi reached for him, anyway. Anshul pushed him away, still upset.

Abhi stumbled, and Arnav caught him immediately. Some lessons needed to be taught early in life. Without a word, he lifted Abhi and settled him gently in Anshul’s lap. The baby stopped crying instantly, comforted by his brother’s presence.

Arnav leaned in, his tone firm but warm. “Kyun gussa kar raha hai, Anshu? Dekh, tera bhai kitna upset hai. Chota hai na woh tujhse. Agar usse galti ho bhi gayi, toh kya aise karega tu uske saath?”

Anshul’s little face scrunched. “Abhi is bad, Papa. He is not my friend.” 

Abhi, oblivious to the sting of those words, wrapped his arms around Anshul’s chest, happy simply because the screaming had stopped. Too young to understand the hurt behind his brother’s tone.

Arnav shot Anshul a pointed look. The boy immediately glanced away. Arnav loved his sons fiercely, but he was never lenient. He didn’t need to raise his hand; his eyes alone carried enough authority to make his boys fall in line.

Arnav softened his voice. “Anshu, tu Abhi ke saath aise karega toh sab waise hi karenge. Sab uspe gussa karenge, koi uska dost nahi banna chahega. Kya tu chahta hai ki sab aisa karein Abhi ke saath?”

Anshul shook his head hard. He wasn’t trying to isolate his brother and was just angry. It was supposed to be a fight between the two of them, nothing more.

Arnav’s expression warmed. “Anshu Bachcha , tu ab bada ho raha hai. Abhi ko protect karna teri zimmedari hai. Ek toy ke liye koi itna gussa karta hai kya? Come on now, give him a hug.”

Anshul pouted. “Par ichhne mela toy toda...” he grumbled, still wounded.

Arnav had to bite back a smile. He knew exactly how to redirect this.

He turned to the younger one. “Abhigyan, why did you break the toy? Maar padni chahiyi tujhe...” he lifted his hand dramatically.

Before his hand could even rise halfway, Anshul swatted it away with surprising speed. His anger flipped instantly, now aimed squarely at his father. He glared fiercely. “No, Papa! Bad Papa!” he snapped, clutching Abhi protectively.

From the hallway, Adi burst into laughter and nudged Ayu. It was like watching history repeat itself.

Ayu slung an arm around him as the years peeled back in their minds.

They were once again teenagers learning to co-exist.

Adi glared at Ayu, irritation simmering. His Big-B was so absorbed in his video game that he hadn’t even looked at him once. It grated on seventeen-year-old Adi’s nerves. With a sharp tug, he yanked the console right out of Ayu’s hands.

Ayu’s eyes flashed. “Kya kar raha hai bey! De console mujhe!” he barked, reaching for it.

Adi huffed, irritation bubbling over. “Nahi dunga main. Char ghanton se wahin chipke ho aap! Aaj Sunday hai, Big-B... chalo na, baahar chalte hain,” he urged, tugging at Ayu’s arm.

Ayu yanked the console back with practiced ease. “Tujhe jaana hai toh bhaiya ke saath jaa. Mujhe yeh level paar karna hai. Andy ne kar liya hai. I cannot let him beat me,” he muttered, already turning his attention back to the PlayStation.

Adi’s annoyance spiked. In retaliation, he marched over and pulled the plug straight out of the socket.

Ayu’s eyes blazed. “Back off, Aditya,” he warned, voice low and dangerous.

Adi stood his ground. “No, Big-B. Sunday mera time hai. Chalo, aap mere saath.” He grabbed Ayu’s hand and tugged, but Ayu jerked free.

“Bas, Aditya!” Ayu snapped, frustration spilling over. “Bola na, aaj nahi aa sakta. Pareshaan matt kar mujhe. Har Sunday toh aata hoon na tere saath. Let me play today.”

He bent to plug the PlayStation back in. Adi’s temper snapped, and he snatched the CD, snapped it cleanly in half, and tossed the pieces aside.

Ayu froze, stunned.

Adi lifted his chin. “Na rahega baans, na bajegi baasuri.”

Fury surged through Ayu, and his hand shot up before he could think. Adi’s breath caught. Ayu never lost his cool before.

Arnav rushed in, alarmed by the raised voices. His eyes widened when he saw Ayu’s hand mid-air. Relief washed through him when the boy stopped himself. Adi had been hit too many times in his life; Arnav would never let that cycle repeat.

He took a deep breath and stepped between them. “Kya hua, Ayu? Itna gussa kyun kar raha hai Adi pe?”  

Ayu jabbed a finger toward his brother. “Yeh aapke laadle se poochho! Isne meri CD tod di! Aap le jao ise yahan se. Mujhe nahi dekhni iski shakal.”

Adi gasped, wounded. “Big-B...”

Ayu turned away, jaw tight. “Just go from here, Adi. I don’t want to talk to you anymore.”

Arnav placed a gentle hand on Adi’s hair. “Tune CD todi?”

Adi nodded. He never lied, one of the things Arnav admired most about him.

Arnav crouched slightly, his tone softening. “Kyun, Bachcha?”

Adi’s voice wavered with frustration. “Mujhe Big-B ke saath time spend karna hai, Bhaiya! Inse kaho na mere saath beach chalein.”

Ayu didn’t even look up. “You have your own friends, Aditya. Go hang out with them for a change. Stop bugging me.” 

Adi’s face fell. 

Arnav gently turned Ayu toward him. “Ayu Bachcha, Adi tujhse chhota hai na? Usse galti ho bhi gayi toh aisa karega tu? Itna gussa karega toh kaise chalega, bata...” 

Ayu’s temper flared. “Aapko iski koi galti nazar kyun nahi aati, Bhaiya! Yeh kuchh bhi kare, aap hamesha iski side lete ho! Nahi karni mujhe isse koi baat. I am done with him.”

Arnav recognized the shift instantly. Ayu was too upset to reason with directly. There was only one way to turn him around. No matter what Ayu claimed, he adored Adi and was fiercely protective of him. Arnav could use that instinct.

He raised his voice deliberately. “What the hell did you do, Aditya?”

Adi flinched as if he had been struck. Arnav gave him a quick wink, but the gesture was lost on the frightened boy. Ayu reacted instantly, pushing Adi behind him like a shield.

“Kyun chilla rahe ho aap uspe?” Ayu snapped, eyes blazing.

Arnav had to fight his smile. His brothers were painfully predictable. “Galti karega toh chillaunga na.”

Ayu stepped forward. “Kya galti ki usne? Ek CD todi hai! No big deal! Aapko beech mein ghusne ko kisne bola?”

Arnav crossed his arms. “Ise toh maar padni chahiye! Bahut manmaani karne laga hai. Hatt mere raste se.........”

Ayu cut him off, irritation spiking. “Yeh Hitler-panti jaake aap bhaiyu ko dikhao! Chaar din se studio se baahar nahi aaye hain woh. Bachchon ko darana band karo! Aap na Hitler ke Hitler hi rahoge.”

He grabbed Adi’s hand protectively and snatched his car keys. “Chal, Adi. Beach chalte hain. Mood matt kharab kar apna. Jab tak yeh kisi pe chilla na lein, inka khana hazam nahi hota.”

Arnav lifted an eyebrow.

Ayu shot him a glare. “Don’t think I’m falling for your tricks, Bhaiya. Adi is too innocent; I’m not. You raised me, don’t forget that.”

Arnav’s smile softened. So Ayu knew exactly what he was doing and still couldn’t stop himself from defending Adi. That was just who they were. And Arnav was grateful for it.

Adi blinked back the memories and gently wrapped his arms around Ayu. “Kitni jaldi aap mujhe defend karte thay na, Big-B... bilkul Anshu ki tarah.”

Ayu’s expression warmed. He had learned it from the very best.

Aru’s eyes misted. A simple gesture showed just how deeply his brother loved Abhi. For Arnav, both boys were his sons, and he would never differentiate between them. Aru closed his eyes against the memories clawing their way back to the surface. He had spent years pushing them aside, pretending they didn’t matter, but Arnav’s love made everything painfully clear again.

Aru still struggled to accept it. His mother had loved him, but for her, his bhaiya had always come first. No matter who was wrong, she always sided with Abeer, at least until he chose to marry Ahana.

Ayu noticed the shift in Aru’s expression and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Tu theek hai, Aru?” 

Aru blinked away the tears and forced a smile. “Haan, Big-B... main bas abhi aaya.”

He rushed off before anyone could stop him.

Arnav looked up, startled. The speed at which Aru fled made his stomach twist. Aru wasn’t in any condition to be running around like that. The kids were playing peacefully, so Arnav left them alone. They were fine, but his brother clearly wasn’t.

He turned to Ayu. “Jhagda hua uske saath?”

Ayu shook his head, worry etched across his face. 

“Main baat karta hoon,” Arnav murmured.

Ayu exhaled in relief. Aru needed someone to talk to, and Arnav had always known how to reach people. With him stepping in, there was nothing to worry about.

✦✦ ✧✦✦

Aru sank onto a bench and shut his eyes, trying to block out the memories, but his mind betrayed him, replaying the same scenes over and over.

Fifteen-year-old Aru glared at his brother, anger simmering. Abeer had forgotten their plan again. They were supposed to go out for a movie. It was their day together, and this was the third time in a month he had ditched him.

“Aap aise kaise bhool gaye, Bhaiya? Aapne hi movie ke tickets book kare thay,” Aru protested, frustration tightening his voice.

Abeer rubbed his forehead. He hadn’t forgotten at all. Ahana wanted to go out, and he had chosen her over Aru. He didn’t know how to explain it. Aru was too young to understand.

“Aru, sorry, yaar... kal chalte hain na movie,” Abeer muttered, avoiding his eyes.

Aru’s irritation spiked. “Kal mera school hai! Weekday pe kaise jayenge movie, Bhaiya? This is so not fair! How can you do this?”

Abeer was exhausted, and the fatigue sharpened into irritation. “Ek movie hi toh hai na, Aru! What is the big deal, yaar? Next week chalte hain.”

Aru’s face tightened. “Next week bhi aap yahi karoge, Bhaiya! You are so mean.”

Shanti was passing by when she heard that and her expression darkened instantly. “Yeh kya tareeka hai apne bhaiya se baat karne ka, Aryan? How dare you talk to him like that!” 

Aru tried to explain, his voice trembling. “Aapko pata bhi hai, Mom, bhaiya ne kya kiya? He...”

Shanti cut him off sharply. “Usne chahe kuchh bhi kyun na kiya ho, tera koi haq nahi banta usse iss tarah badtameezi karne ka! Bada bhai hai woh tera, lakhon ehsaan hain uske tujh par....”

“Mom,” Abeer interjected quickly, trying to stop her.

But Shanti wasn’t done. “How can he talk like that to you, Abeer! Jo tumne uske liye kiya uske baad.....”

Abeer’s voice cracked. “Aap baar baar ose ehsaas dilana band karengi ki main uska saga bhai nahi hoon?”

Aru tugged gently at his arm, pulling him back. He was used to his mother’s careless words, and they barely stung anymore. He had learned to adapt. “It’s okay, Bhaiya... mujhe bura nahi lagta Mom ki baaton ka.”  

Shanti’s annoyance flared again. “You can’t be that ungrateful, Aru....”

“I’m not being ungrateful, Mom. Aapne aur bhaiya ne mujhe jitna pyaar diya, uska karz main kabhi nahi chuka sakta. Main bhaiya se bas isliye gussa tha kyunki woh mujhe time nahi de paa rahe... I just miss him.”

Shanti sighed, exasperated. “Woh doctor hai, Aru! Kal jab tu doctor banega, tab tujhe pata chalega ki doctors ki life mein time kitna keemti hota hai...”

The brothers exchanged a look. That was another silent battle between them. Aru wanted to be a businessman, but Shanti wanted him to follow Abeer’s path.

“Aru, tu bachcha nahi hai abhi...” she began again.

The door opened suddenly, snapping Aru out of his memories. He saw Arnav standing there, and his eyes filled instantly. He turned away, trying to hide the tears.

Abhi would never have to go through that phase. He would grow up knowing without a shred of doubt that his parents loved him unconditionally. Their love would never become a burden or an obligation. That truth made Aru even more sensitive to his own past.

He didn’t want to relive those memories. They had come so far from those days. After Abeer walked out of their lives, Aru had rebuilt a strong bond with his mother. So why did those memories still haunt him?

Arnav came and sat beside him. One look at Aru’s face told him something was weighing heavily on his heart. “You want to talk?” Arnav murmured gently.

Aru shook his head. This wasn’t something he could share easily. No matter what had happened, he loved his mother.

Arnav leaned closer. “Abeer ki yaad aa rahi hai, Bachcha?”

Aru folded into him instantly, hugging him tight. How did Arnav always know exactly what he was feeling?

Arnav stroked his back. “Aru, tu iss tarah upset hoga toh sabse zyada taqleef Abeer ko hi hogi, Bachcha. Nahi karte aisa.”

Aru deepened the hug. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t let go of the brother he had loved all his life. Abeer was woven into him, an inherent part of who he was.

Arnav whispered softly, “Abeer kahin aur nahi... tere andar hi hai, Aru. Tu khush rahega toh Abeer bhi khush rahega. Remember that always.”

Aru nodded, swallowing hard.

Ayu and Adi barged into the room. The brothers looked up, startled.

Adi quickly locked the door and plopped down beside Aru. Ayu pulled out the ice cream he had been hiding inside his jacket and handed it over with a flourish. 

“Jaldi kha le, Aru! Bhabhi ne dekh liya toh band baja dengi hamara” Adi warned, eyes wide.

Aru glanced at Arnav. The ice cream looked dangerously tempting, but he wasn’t foolish enough to invite trouble.

Ayu nudged him. “Abey, aagyakari Lakshman, bhaiya kuchh nahi bolenge. Kha le tu! Bahut mushkil se bhabhi ki nazron se bacha ke laaye hain.”

Aru still hesitated. Arnav could see Ayu and Adi were trying to cheer him up. And the boy had an unhealthy emotional attachment to the ice cream. It was his answer to every crisis.

Arnav stood up. “Main jaake Priya ko busy rakhta hoon. Kha le tu.”

Aru’s eyes widened. “Aap sach mein khane doge?”

Arnav chuckled. “Ek chhoti si ice cream se kuchh nahi hoga. I already checked with Anika. You can have a cheat meal once a week, this is your quota.”

Ayu grinned. “Cool, Bhaiya! Aap jao, iske liye soup bana do. Khake soup pee lega toh theek ho jayega.”

Arnav smiled at the way they always stood up for one another. None of them had grown up together, yet their bond ran deeper than blood, more friendship than brotherhood, and stronger because of it. They didn’t even realize how rare and precious that connection was. Arnav hoped nothing would ever come between the three of them. Knowing them, they wouldn’t let anything break them apart, and that thought warmed him.

Aru finished his ice cream quickly, and the three of them disposed of the evidence with military precision. Adi immediately suggested watching a movie. Everyone agreed until the trouble began.

Adi wanted only musical dramas. Ayu and Aru hated them with a passion. Within seconds, the room erupted into a full-blown argument. None of them were willing to compromise.

Aru groaned. “Yaar Adi, tujhe aisi rone-dhone wali movie dekhni hai toh Kashish ke saath jaa na. Kyun hamara dimaag kharab kar raha hai?”  

Adi puffed up. “Taste mera nahi, tera kharaab hai! Hum wahi picture dekhenge! Waise bhi Big-B wahi dekhte hain jo main dekhna chahta hoon.”

Ayu scoffed. “Woh tab ki baat thi, Nawab Sahab! Ab aapki nahi chalne wali. Yahan Raja Sahab bhi hain.” he teased, jerking his thumb at Aru.

Aru threw his hands up dramatically. “Kya yaar, Big-B! Kyun pareshaan karte rehte ho aap mujhe? Beemar hoon main! Taras nahi aata mujhpe aapko?”

Ayu smirked. “Mujhse seekhe hue paintre aap mujhpe matt aazmaiye! Beemar hain toh kya ho gaya? Hain toh mere chhote bhai hi na? Aapko taane na maaru to kise maaru?”

Adi whacked him with a pillow. “Bilkul bhaiya ki bhasha bolne lage ho aap, Big-B! So not fair!”

Ayu tossed the pillow back. “Chal bey! Movie finalize kar.”

Adi crossed his arms. “Haan toh final toh kiya na! Hum wahi dekhenge.”

Ayu rolled his eyes. “In your dreams, Adi.”

Adi raised his voice. “Hum wahi dekhenge!”

Ayu shot back. “No, Adi. Let’s watch some war movie.”

Adi recoiled. “No! Mujhe nahi dekhni koi stupid war movie!”

Ayu fired right back. “Aur mujhe musical nahi dekhni!”

And on and on they went neither willing to back down, both loving the bickering far too much.

Aru would have enjoyed the chaos on any other day, but exhaustion dragged at him. Their shouting match was pounding in his head, and he desperately needed rest.

When Arnav walked in, he was greeted by chaos. His eyes immediately found Aru, who looked moments away from collapsing and he hurried over and eased him down gently. Aru was barely conscious. Arnav gave him his medicine, tucked him in properly, and within seconds Aru was out cold. Exhaustion had finally claimed him.

Arnav turned toward the two idiots gawking at Aru and glared. “Dimaag kahan rehta hai tum dono ka?” he snapped. “Itna thaka hua hai bachcha, tum dono ko dikhai nahi diya? He may pretend to be strong, but he’s not a superhero. He needs time to recover. Iss waqt ose aaram ki zarurat hai, aur tum dono...”

Ayu quickly caught Arnav’s hand, guilt written all over his face. Adi looked just as remorseful.

“Sorry, Bhaiya... hum toh bas aise hi.....”  

Arnav’s frustration deepened. “Aise hi kya, Ayu? Yeh toh idiot hai hi! Tu toh bada hai na! Can’t you be a little more responsible?”

Adi stepped forward. “Aap Big-B ko kuchh matt bolo, Bhaiya. Jhagda maine hi shuru kiya tha... aap....”

Arnav cut him off. “Tum dono ka kuchh nahi ho sakta, Adi! Ladte raho, phir ek doosre ko defend karo! Roz ka ho gaya hai yeh dono ka.”

“Bhaiya...” Ayu tried again.

Arnav pointed at the door. “Go from here, both of you. Let Aru rest. Dobara ose iss tarah pareshaan kiya toh khair nahi hai tum dono ki. Samjhe?”

Both nodded vigorously and bolted before Arnav could unleash a full lecture. When it came to Aru, Arnav was an overprotective lion. No one wanted to get caught in his den.

Arnav sat beside Aru and held his hand. Seeing him upset had shaken him deeply. Aru carried too much pain inside, and Arnav wished he would talk to someone.

He leaned down and kissed Aru’s forehead. “Jab tak main hoon, bachcha, no one can hurt you. Tu Arnav Oberoi ka bachcha hai. Mere rehte hue teri aankhon mein aansu aayein... yeh main bardasht nahi kar paunga.”

The door opened quietly, and Anirudh stepped inside. He had been trying to talk to Aru for a week, but the boy kept avoiding him. It was time to confront him.

Arnav looked at Anirudh helplessly. 

Ani came and sat beside him. “Woh theek hai, Bhaiya. Aap kyun itna pareshaan ho rahe ho?”  

Arnav shook his head. “Woh bahut upset tha aaj. Talk to him, Ani. Only you can reach him.”

Anirudh brushed Aru’s hair gently. He had let the silence stretch too long. It was time to end it. Aryan Oberoi needed to talk and Anirudh would make sure he did.
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​Chapter 3
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When Aru woke up the next day, he found Anirudh sitting beside him, waiting patiently. Aru ignored him, pushed himself upright, and went to freshen up. Anirudh let him go without a word. He knew exactly how to handle Aru. Anirudh had spent his whole life dealing with Arnav; managing his carbon copy was not difficult for him.

Breakfast was already set out when Aru returned. Since he couldn’t exert himself much, one of his brothers or his bhabhi usually fed him. Anirudh picked up the spoon and lifted it toward Aru’s lips. Aru turned his face away.

Anirudh’s voice sharpened, “Muh khol, Aryan.”

Aru froze, startled. Anirudh never used that tone with him. Shock and instinctive obedience made him open his mouth.

Anirudh continued, his tone firm as he reprimanded, “Gussa khane pe dikhayega toh bahut maar khayega, Aru. Don’t think you can get away with everything. I will never compromise your health.”

Aru caught his wrist and halted him. “Aur aapki health ka kya, Bhaiyu? Uski koi value hi nahi hai?” 

Anirudh exhaled slowly. “Kab tak gussa rahega, Aru? Meri jagah tu hota toh kya karta?”  

Aru looked away, jaw clenched.

Anirudh fed him the soup in silence. When they were done, he handed over the medicine, and Aru swallowed it without resistance.

Anirudh leaned closer, his voice gentle as he urged, “Talk to me, Bachcha. Kab tak chup rahega?”

Aru’s expression tightened with hurt. “Mere kuchh kehne se bhi kya farq padta hai, Bhaiyu? Aap toh samjhoge bhi nahi.”

Anirudh released another weary breath. “Theek hai. Bas tu itna bata de ki main teri jagah hota aur tujhe woh decision lena hota, toh tu kya karta? Tell me you would have walked away, and I will not say a word.”

Aru stayed silent. He couldn’t lie.

Anirudh cupped his face gently. “Bachcha, main tera dard samajh sakta hoon. Tu darr gaya hoga...”

Aru’s voice cracked as he whispered, “Ek bhai ko khone ka dard kya hota hai, yeh aap nahi jaante, Bhaiyu. Main chahta bhi nahi ki aap uss dard se guzro. Maine Abeer bhaiya ka gham bardasht kar liya, Bhaiyu... agar aapko kuchh ho jaata, to main... I can’t take that kind of pain anymore.”

Anirudh pulled him into his arms as Aru’s voice broke. His own eyes stung as he held his trembling brother. The sobs wracking Aru’s body terrified him.

Anirudh whispered into his hair, “Aru, rote nahi Bachcha. Kuchh nahi hua hai mujhe. Mujhe kya hoga, bata? Tum sabko chhodke main jaunga toh kahan jaunga?”

“How can you take such a big risk, Bhaiyu? Kuchh ho jaata aapko toh main zindagi bhar khud se nazrein nahi mila paata! Meri zindagi ki keemat aapki zindagi kabhi nahi ho sakti Bhaiyu, kabhi bhi nahi.”

Anirudh rubbed slow circles on his back, trying to calm him. “Aru, zindagi ki keemat koi nahi laga sakta, Bachcha. Mere rehte tujhe kuchh ho jaata toh main kaise bardasht karta, Bachcha? Tu galat nahi hai... par main bhi galat nahi hoon. Let’s just move on, okay? Tujhe gussa karna hai, jee bharke kar le. Rokunga nahi. Par itna zarur kahunga ki tu bahut important hai mere liye. Aisi situation phir se aayi, main tab bhi wahi faisla lunga. You just have to live with it.”

Aru knew he had lost. His bhaiyu would always think with his heart. That was what made him Anirudh Oberoi. A man with a heart of gold. Aru felt lucky to have him, but that only strengthened his resolve. As long as he was alive, he would never let his brother risk his life again. He would make sure of it.

✦✦ ✧✦✦

The next morning, Aru wandered down to the kitchen. Boredom had driven him out of his room, and he was hoping to find his bhabhi for company. Khushi was inside, preparing juice. The moment she spotted him, she shot him a fierce glare.

Khushi crossed her arms, her tone sharp as she challenged him, “Aap yahan kya kar rahe ho, Mr. Charming?”

Aru’s irritation spiked. She was always hovering over his health, always enforcing rules. She was the main reason he was stuck on a strict diet. “Kyun? Ab kitchen mein aane ke pehle bhi mujhe aapki permission leni padegi, Doctor?”

Khushi narrowed her eyes. “Dekho, Mr. Charming, beemar ho aap. Behave like a good patient and go back to your room. You should be resting.”

Aru threw his hands up, exasperated. “I am done resting, Khushi! Turn the doctor off! Yeh tumhara hospital nahi hamara ghar hai! Give me a break, will you?”

Khushi huffed, her annoyance rising. “You know what, Aru? Aapko discharge karne ka faisla hi galat tha. You should be in the hospital. Wahan aapke paas rest karne ke siwa koi option nahi hoga...”

Aru cut her off. “Can you stop bugging me for a second! I am not a child, Khushi! I know what is right for me. Don’t think you can boss me around...”

Khushi stepped closer, her anger matching his. “You need to be bossed around, Aryan Oberoi! Don’t behave as if you’re the king. This is our house, not your kingdom.”

Arnav walked in to prepare breakfast, and he froze mid-step, stunned to find them in a full-blown argument.

Aru glared at her. “You are overstepping your boundaries, Khushi.”

Arnav stepped forward, lifting his hands in a calming gesture. “Aru, calm down. Kyun lad rahe ho dono?”  

Khushi pointed at Aru with exasperation. “Aapka laadla pagal hai, Bhaiya! He needs to rest. Kisi ki nahi sunte yeh! Aap hi kaho jaake rest kare.” 

Aru threw her an irritated look. “Bhaiya, aap ise samjha do mujhe pareshaan na kare! Kya main ab apne kamre se baahar bhi nahi aa sakta?” 

Arnav understood both sides and didn’t want to upset either of them, so he gently placed a hand on Aru’s shoulder and guided him away from the kitchen. Aru didn
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