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Disclaimer

This book, “ A Wife for One, A Desire for Many: Trapped in Ishan Village (8th Edition) ”, is intended strictly for mature audiences (18+). It explores complex adult themes, including relationships, desire, emotional conflicts, and situations that may not be suitable for all readers. Discretion is strongly advised.

The narrative may include strong language and intimate scenarios that are meant to serve the story’s emotional and dramatic depth.

All characters, events, and situations portrayed in this work are entirely fictional. Any resemblance to real individuals, living or dead, is purely coincidental. This story is a product of imagination and is created solely for entertainment purposes. It is just an imaginary story and has no relation to any religion, any person, any community, or any real-life event. Reader interpretation may vary, and the author does not intend to promote or endorse any specific behavior, lifestyle, or viewpoint depicted within the story.




Important Note: This book is written strictly in accordance with Amazon Kindle publishing guidelines. No blood relations are involved in any sexual or romantic scenes. All characters participating in intimate or romantic situations are consenting adults above 19 years of age. This story contains no elements of child abuse, non-consensual acts, forced encounters, or rape. All sexual content is between consenting adults and is presented as pure fantasy.


Reader Reviews & Feedback

Dear Readers,




If you enjoyed reading_A Wife for One, A Desire for Many: Trapped in Ishan Village (8th Edition)_, I would be truly grateful if you could take a moment to share your honest review on Amazon Kindle. Your reviews help other readers discover the book and mean a lot to me as an author.




Please feel free to leave your thoughts about the story, the characters, the emotional journey, or any part that touched you. Whether you loved it, found it intense, or have suggestions – every review is valuable.

You can leave your review by visiting the book’s page on Amazon after finishing the story.


Last Book Summary (Edition 6th)

In the previous story you have read, the narrative traces the parallel paths of Priya and her sister-in-law, Anamika, as they negotiate complex webs of marital emptiness, desire, and external temptation. Driven by a deep concern for Priya’s innocence and a desire to protect her from being misled, Anamika decides to confront Jassy, a man she suspects of steering Priya astray. After being driven to a local hotel by the building's watchman, Ishan, Anamika meets Jassy privately in a room.

Intent on exposing Jassy’s predatory nature, Anamika attempts to provoke him into revealing his true colors. However, the interaction quickly spirals into an intense and uninhibited physical encounter. Overcome by a wave of mutual passion, the two engage in a series of highly intimate and dominant encounters across multiple positions. Though Anamika later suspects the juice Jassy offered her was spiked to erode her self-control, she remains defiant, eventually capturing photos of Jassy exposed to prove his real identity to Priya. Unmoved by her threats, Jassy confidently challenges her, revealing his intention to still pursue Priya. Outside the hotel, an anxious Ishan tries to intervene after hours pass, but he is forcibly removed by hotel security and calls Priya to report his unease. Despite the shock, Anamika’s illicit connection with Jassy deepens, leading to further passionate encounters during car rides and luxury hotel stays where she completely surrenders to her hidden desires.

Meanwhile, Priya's domestic life with her husband, Ajay, remains completely fractured. The two live essentially as roommates in separate quarters, quietly waiting for their impending separation as they have both emotionally moved on to other partners. Priya focuses her devotion entirely on her wealthy and commanding corporate boss, Vijay, with whom she shares an intoxicating affair and dreams of a future wedding.

However, Priya’s illusion of control is shattered when her husband’s friend, Raj, begins to ruthlessly blackmail her. Raj reveals that he possesses a secret, illegally recorded video of Priya and Vijay together. He threatens to upload the compromising footage to the internet and expose it to everyone unless Priya agrees to submit to him and become his kept woman. Distressed and feeling everything slip away, Priya refuses to give in to Raj's threats but recognizes the immense danger she faces. Desperate for assistance, Priya turns to Ishan, the watchman who has long harbored protective and admiring feelings for her. She invites Ishan into her apartment to coordinate a plan to stop the blackmail, and an enraged Ishan promises to break Raj’s bones to keep her safe. Their secret meeting is interrupted by Kanchan, who responds with suspicion and malice, mocking Ishan's intense devotion to his "respectable" Madam. The story reaches a tense cliffhanger as Raj corners Priya, openly using vulgar language and exerting psychological pressure. Priya stands trapped by his predatory demands, leaving her fate hanging in the balance as she waits to see if Ishan will arrive in time to rescue her and protect her dark secrets.
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Chapter 1

Priya – "What attitude did I show? We had completely stopped talking to each other, hadn't we..."

Raj – "Come on, I'll win you over today... I wasn't lying to you, I will leave Khushi for your sake... and you leave Ajay too... the two of us will go somewhere else and live together..."

Priya – "Hmmm... will you really leave Khushi..."

Raj began to think that Priya was falling for him again – "Yes... of course... she is nothing compared to you..."

Priya – "That is true... but then why did you leave me in the first place?"

Raj – "Sorry, my love... (Raj took out a packet from his pocket and held it out toward Priya)... look at this... your favorite flavor... you will make me happy tonight with your touch, won't you..."

Raj's excitement was building rapidly. The thought of Priya's soft lips on him, first with protection and then without, filled him with anticipation. Priya had told him before that he was the very first one to experience such closeness with her, long before Ajay, before Vijay, or anyone else.

Khushi would often refuse his advances, but when he was with Priya, she herself was always eager for intimacy. Now, he could barely contain his impatience to reach home, fighting the anxiety that his overwhelming excitement might cut their time short.

Within a short while, they reached Raj's apartment. Getting out of the car, Priya looked around anxiously; there was still no sign of Ishan. It felt as though he too had abandoned her. Feeling disheartened, she began to dread the moments ahead.

It was the same apartment of Raj's on the third floor, and Priya began to ascend the stairs. Today, this flight of stairs felt like an insurmountable mountain. They reached the top, and Raj unlocked the door. It was the exact same flat, but it looked slightly different now—perhaps Khushi had changed a few things around since moving in.

Raj – "You have a seat... I'll just use the restroom for two minutes... or you can go straight to the bedroom..."

Priya – "Raj... let's talk first... that video... you haven't sent it to anyone else, have you..."

Raj – "Oh come on... why are you worrying so much... I haven't sent or shown it to anyone... I am not that crazy..."

Priya, perhaps resonating herself to what was about to happen, said, "So after whatever happens today... you will delete that video, right... and you won't trouble me ever again after this, right..."

Raj walked up to Priya, gently brushed his fingers against her cheek, and holding her neck, pressed a kiss against her lips. Priya was left deeply shaken by just this single gesture.

Raj – "I want everything to go back to how it was between us... and here you are talking as if I am blackmailing you... what kind of talk is that?"

Priya – "Because you are blackmailing me..."

Raj – "Ufff... so much anger... let me return in two minutes, and I will melt all this anger away..."

Adjusting himself impatiently, Raj quickly hurried inside while Priya remained standing in the drawing-room area. She could hardly believe her misfortune. Just then, she thought she heard a very faint, subtle knock at the front door.

Priya walked over to the door and peered through the peephole. Ishan! A massive smile instantly spread across her face, and her breath finally returned to her. She opened the door as quickly and quietly as she could.

Priya practically threw her arms around him – "Ishan! Where did you get left behind..."

Ishan – "Madam... I was just keeping a slight distance on my bike so that he wouldn't realize he was being followed. Where is that worthless piece of trash? He hasn't tried anything yet, has he?"

Priya shook her head. Just then, Raj emerged from the bedroom entirely unclothed, preparing for intimacy – "Darling... here I am..." (but seeing Ishan standing there, he stopped dead in his tracks, utterly horrified) "Hey... who... who is this... get out of here..."

Ishan lunged toward him in absolute fury – "You absolute bastard..."

Seeing the veins pulsing with rage on Ishan's forehead, Raj panicked and tried to run back inside, but Ishan grabbed his leg and dragged him forcefully to the floor – "You coward... you dared to lay a hand on Madam... you have the audacity to stand exposed in front of her... I will strip away all your arrogance today..."

Ishan pinned Raj down, raining a barrage of furious blows upon him.

Raj cried out in agonizing pain – "Ahh.. aahh... Priya... save me..."

Priya walked up to them, her presence commanding. The suppressed rage inside her was erupting like a volcano – "Ishan, make him sit up straight..."

Ishan grabbed Raj by his hair and forced him into a sitting position. Priya pulled back her hand and delivered a stinging slap right across his face, followed by another, and then another. She then glared down at him, her voice trembling with rage – "What were you saying to me in the car? You wanted to play with me, didn't you... now look who is playing..."

Meanwhile, Ishan continued to overpower him ruthlessly.

Priya was completely consumed by her fury, losing all her usual restraint – "And what else did you say? You wanted to humiliate me and force me to submit to you..."

Ishan grew even more enraged – "You absolute degenerate... I should break you completely... you love forcing your dominance on others, don't you..."

Right before Priya's eyes, Ishan unfastened his clothes and exposed his sheer, imposing masculinity. As Priya's gaze fell upon him, she could scarcely believe the sheer, intimidating size of his core. It wasn't even fully aroused yet, but it was incredibly long, dark, and formidable. That day, when she had seen Ishan and Kanchan together from a distance, she hadn't been able to gauge the true scale of his presence, but today, it was right before her eyes. It was larger and thicker than anything she had ever imagined.

Ishan snarled at Raj – "You pathetic weakling... take this... now you will submit to my dominance..."

Raj's voice barely squeaked out – "No... I..."

Ishan roared at him so fiercely that even Priya trembled – "Shut your mouth!"

Gripping Raj tightly by the hair, Ishan forcefully asserted his overwhelming dominance, forcing his hardness straight into Raj's mouth – "Now submit to it..."

Raj's eyes widened in sheer terror, completely paralyzed by fear. Clutching the back of his neck, Ishan ruthlessly moved his heavy, dark length deep inside his mouth, asserting absolute control. Priya watched the entire display unfold right in front of her.

Ishan sneered – "You must like feeling this powerlessness now, don't you..."

Ishan thrust his hardness all the way to the back of his throat, leaving Raj completely choked and unable to make a sound through the pain.

While Priya felt a profound sense of vindication watching Ishan ruthlessly break Raj's pride, a wave of nervousness also washed over her. She looked at Ishan, gesturing for him to ease up – "Ishan..."

Ishan replied – "Madam, I get absolutely no pleasure from imposing myself on this pathetic fool... but how did he ever find the courage to speak to you that way..."

Priya – "We came here for a specific purpose, we need to finish that... his phone..."

Ishan pulled his hardness slightly out of Raj's mouth and demanded – "Where is your phone..."

Raj quickly pointed a trembling finger toward the bedroom.

Ishan – "Madam... you go grab his phone... I will handle this loser properly..."

Priya rushed into the bedroom and immediately spotted Raj's phone lying on the bed. She picked it up quickly and tried to open it, but the device was locked with facial recognition. It was a premium iPhone, likely gifted to him by Khushi.

Priya hurried back out to the drawing room and held the screen up to Raj's face, but the phone failed to unlock.

Priya – "Ishan, we need to show his face to the camera... can you pull back for a moment..."

Ishan withdrew his hardness, which was left completely slick with saliva. So much was happening so fast.

Priya had no time to feel shame or anything else in that room, other than focusing entirely on her task. This time, as soon as his face came into view, the phone unlocked, and without any delay, Priya went straight to the photo album and began searching for that video.

Meanwhile, Ishan maintained his full pressure on Raj, keeping him tightly within his grasp. Raj felt deeply ashamed and helpless inside given his current state.

As soon as Priya searched, she found the video and photos, immediately removing and deleting them from there. But just then, a thought crossed her mind—"Could all these things be saved somewhere else too?"

When Raj hesitated to answer, Ishan angrily pressured him once again, "Speak up quickly... where is it?"

Terrified, Raj replied, "Yes, in my laptop..."

Priya looked at Ishan, "We need to wipe out that as well..."

Gritting his teeth in anger, Ishan asked, "Tell me, where is the laptop kept?"

Panting, Raj said, "Inside... inside the other room..."

Ishan forced him to stand up. Raj could barely stand properly because his legs were in immense pain due to the continuous beating. But Ishan held him firmly and led him toward the other room. There, on a table and chair set in front of them, a laptop was placed. Ishan forced Raj into the chair, and Raj quickly opened the laptop.

Priya asked, "Where are all the videos?"

Groaning in pain, Raj said, "Right here... in these folders..."

Priya leaned slightly over Raj to check the folders on the laptop. Her dupatta was just about to touch Raj when Ishan immediately pulled Raj back from the chair, "You absolute fool... still not in your senses? Madam, please sit comfortably and finish your work."

Priya quickly sat in the chair and began searching through the folders. A large number of videos were saved there. When she opened one folder, it contained a video of Raj and Khushi. Priya was stunned to see that he had made such a video of Khushi as well. When she opened another folder, it featured a completely different girl. There was no telling how many girls he had betrayed like this.

Ishan kept one eye on the laptop and the other on Raj, occasionally applying pressure to keep him straight.

Finally, Priya found her own video. As soon as the video opened, those same old scenes began appearing where Priya and Mark were very close, and the sound of their conversation could be heard in the background. Priya closed the video immediately without wasting a moment, but by then, Ishan had also caught a glimpse of that scene.

Ishan said angrily, "Weren't you afraid to blackmail her with such a fake video? From today onward, you will always be afraid." And he began teaching Raj a lesson all over again.

Priya decided that it would be best to permanently delete every single such video present there, and she cleared out all the folders.

Priya asked, "Is it saved anywhere else besides this?"

The injury marks were clearly visible on Raj's face as he said, "Just that one pen drive... which is kept in the drawer in front of you..."

Priya held her head in frustration, realizing how many copies he had made, "If there is any other place, tell the truth... you haven't uploaded it on the internet, have you?"

Raj said, "No, nowhere else..."

Priya asked, "How can I believe your word?"

Raj could barely even speak properly now, "I am... telling the truth..."

Ishan warned, "If you lie now, I will leave you in a much worse state..."

Priya quickly opened the drawer and pulled out a small pen drive from it. There was no time to sit and check it right now, so she gripped the pen drive tightly in her fist.

Priya nodded and looked at Ishan, signaling that their work was done.

Ishan grabbed Raj firmly one last time and shook him completely.

Helpless and driven by fear, Raj looked toward Priya, "Priya... please... stop him... please... forgive me..."

Priya said, "No Ishan... stop now... we should leave here immediately..."

Ishan replied, "Madam, you don't know deceitful people like this. They are like snakes; if we don't shatter his pride completely right now, there's no telling when he might start causing trouble again."

Raj kept begging, "No... I will never do it... never again... Priya please..."

An anger inside Priya urged her to let Ishan do whatever he wanted, but her inner wisdom restrained her. Today, Priya decided to listen to her wisdom, "Ishan, listen to me... we have shown him his place, he won't do anything now. And I have this pen drive too."

Priya took Ishan by the hand and pulled him away from Raj. Ishan composed himself, straightened his clothes, and put himself back in order.

Ishan pushed Raj back one final time, and then he and Priya walked out of the flat without stopping. Raj remained on the floor in that room, writhing in pain and helplessness. He had never imagined in his wildest dreams that Priya could take such a major step against him, have him taught a lesson in this manner, and reduce his pride to dust. It was a lesson he would never forget for the rest of his life.


Chapter 2

Priya was trembling violently as she sat on the back of Ishan's bike. She held onto him tightly, as if losing her grip for even a second would cause her to fall completely. As long as she had been inside Raj’s apartment, a fierce surge of adrenaline and fury had kept her grounded. But now, as that intense rush began to cool, an overwhelming wave of anxiety washed over her. What if Raj tells someone about what happened tonight? A sudden darkness seemed to cloud her vision, and a wave of dizziness made her feel as though she might faint right off the moving bike.

Gently tapping Ishan's back, she tried to signal him to pull over. "Ishan..."

But her voice was so weak and strained that the words barely escaped her lips. She tapped his back again, much harder this time. Catching her expression in his rearview mirror, Ishan instantly understood her distress.

Ishan – "Just a minute, Madam... I'll pull over right away."

A few moments later, Ishan brought the bike to a stop by the side of the road. Priya quickly dismounted, leaning her head and both hands heavily against the bike's seat to steady herself.

Seeing her in such a state, Ishan grew deeply concerned – "Are you alright..."

Priya raised her head slightly, her breathing fast and shallow – "No... back there... what we did to him... oh God... if he tells someone..."

Ishan placed a reassuring hand gently on her shoulder – "Please don't worry... nothing will happen. I didn't leave him in any condition to speak of this to anyone. Would you like some water?"

Priya nodded weakly. Ishan reached into a bag hanging from the bike’s handlebars and pulled out a bottle of water.

He hesitated for a fraction of a second – "Here you go, Madam... but it’s already been opened by me..."

Priya didn't even care to listen to his hesitation; her body desperately craved the hydration. She instantly took the bottle from his hand, pressed it to her lips, and took several deep, hurried gulps.

The cool water brought her some immediate relief, and her voice finally found its strength again – "You beat him terribly... he was bleeding..."

Ishan – "If you ask me, he got off easy. I should have broken a bone or two of his..."

Priya – "No, no... that was more than enough... and then, what you made him do..."

The mere mention of the intense, forced submission made Priya flush with embarrassment, and she quickly lowered her gaze.

Ishan – "I just completely lost my temper in the heat of the moment... especially after the repulsive things he threatened to do to you. But Madam, I want you to know, I am not that kind of man!"

Priya looked up, slightly confused – "What kind of man?"

Ishan – "The kind who prefers intimacy with other men... I have absolutely no interest in that sort of thing. I just didn't want you to misunderstand my character."

Priya responded immediately – "Oh, no... I didn't think anything like that at all..."

Ishan exhaled a long breath of relief – "Then it's fine... that was genuinely the first time I've ever used my... I mean, I used my masculinity in such a way. It didn't feel right doing that to a man... I mean, I enjoy that kind of surrender, but only when it's with a woman..."

Blushing deeply at his raw honesty, Priya cut him off – "I understand, really... you don't need to explain any further."

Ishan rubbed the back of his neck, suddenly self-conscious – "Forgive me... it seems I've spoken far too much."

Priya – "No, no... there's no need to apologize. If you hadn't been there tonight, I don't even want to think about what might have happened to me..."

Ishan's tone turned completely serious – "As long as I am by your side... I will never let anyone harm you."

Priya offered a soft, genuine smile – "Thank you, Ishan... from the bottom of my heart."

Talking to Ishan was successfully easing her anxiety, and the sharp, lingering tension of the confrontation with Raj began to fade. She handed the bottle back to him, and he took it with care, placing it back into his bag.

Ishan – "You look a bit better now."

Priya – "A little... but my head is still spinning, and I am incredibly hungry. I haven't eaten a single thing since morning."

Ishan – "Oh, Madam... you haven't eaten all day? No wonder you feel so weak and frail right now."

Priya – "Yes, it was just the sheer stress of everything... I couldn't stomach a single bite."

Ishan – "Come, let's get you something to eat nearby first, before you end up fainting on the road."

Priya – "No, no... let's just head straight home."

Ishan – "Please, listen to me this once... it’s written all over your face how weak you are. Come, there is a decent enough place right around the corner."

Priya lacked the energy to argue any further, so she climbed back onto the passenger seat behind him. Ishan started the engine and began driving toward a popular roadside diner nearby. Along the way, Priya's eyes caught several political posters pasted across the walls and utility poles, featuring Vijay dressed in a pristine white kurta, holding his hands together in a respectful greeting. They were clearly advertisements for his upcoming election campaign.

Looking at them, Ishan remarked – "Madam... that’s Vijay, isn't it? He looks quite impressive in that photograph."

Priya replied softly – "Yes..."

Vijay had mentioned his political aspirations to her quite some time ago, but they hadn't spoken about it recently. Her mind was simply too cluttered with her own complex troubles. Within a few minutes, they arrived outside a bustling roadside dhaba.

Ishan – "Madam... let's eat here. It isn't a fancy, expensive place, but the food is exceptionally good."

Priya glanced around apprehensively. The diner's exterior was crowded with groups of men, and as far as her eyes could see, there wasn't a single other woman in sight. Almost immediately, several eyes turned toward her—she stood out completely in this rugged environment, looking strikingly refined and out of place.

Priya lowered her voice – "Is this a vegetarian place? I am strictly vegetarian."

Ishan – "Ummm... they serve both vegetarian and non-vegetarian dishes here. Don't worry, I will order exclusively vegetarian for you."

Priya hesitated. She was accustomed to dining only at high-end, pure vegetarian establishments, and this place felt distinctly rustic and lower-class – "And what about you... what will you have?"

Ishan – "I usually eat non-vegetarian... but if it makes you uncomfortable, I can absolutely eat vegetarian with you tonight."

Priya quickly declined – "No, no... please, order whatever you normally prefer."

The two of them took a seat at an outdoor table. Ishan called out to a young waiter – "Hey, young man... listen here... for Madam... what would you like, ma'am?"

Priya – "Anything is fine..."

Ishan – "Please, specify... you are the one who needs to eat."

Priya – "I really don't know what they serve here..."

The waiter interjected – "We have everything... chicken, mutton, korma, drumsticks..."

Priya recoiled slightly – "No, no... none of that. Something vegetarian."

The waiter smiled – "We have plenty of vegetarian options too... lentils, cottage cheese, fresh vegetables... just tell me."

Priya – "Just bring some paneer and fresh tandoori roti."

Ishan – "One paneer curry and two tandoori rotis for her, and bring me the chicken changezi with tandoori roti... make it quick."

Priya looked around nervously. A few local men had wandered over and were standing uncomfortably close to their table. She noticed a couple of them surreptitiously lifting their phones, attempting to snap photos and videos of her.

An intense wave of discomfort washed over Priya. Just then, a strange man walked up and stood directly behind her chair, leaving a gap of barely a few centimeters between them…

Ishan instantly snapped at him, his voice laced with venom, "Why the hell are you standing right here... get lost... back off!"

The man scurried away, but his eyes remained firmly locked on Priya. Whenever Priya's gaze accidentally met any man in the crowd, a knowing, unsettling smirk would spread across his face. It felt as though every single pair of eyes was undressing her, tracing the curves of her body beneath her clothes. Overwhelmed by discomfort, she lowered her gaze, staring intensely at the tabletop.

Another man approached Ishan's side and said casually, "Hey brother... slide over a bit, let us sit down too."

Ishan snapped, "Why? Couldn't you find any other table?"

The man, looking intently at Priya, smirked, "Come on, look at the view... the place is completely packed."

Ishan's eyes flared crimson with rage, and he was about to rise and raise his fist when Priya quickly placed her hand over his, holding him back. "No... let it be... let's just eat quickly and get out of here."

As the man walked away, he muttered under his breath, "Wow, look at his woman's voice... breathtaking..."

Ishan made another move to stand up, but Priya tightened her grip on his hand. "Please, enough blood has been spilled for one day... no more."

Feeling the soothing softness of Priya's hand resting against his, Ishan somehow managed to cool his temper. Just then, the waiter arrived with their order, but mistakenly placed the chicken platter in front of Priya and the paneer dish in front of Ishan.

Priya's face immediately contorted in disgust, and she quickly averted her eyes from the meat.

Ishan reprimanded the waiter sharply, "Hey, look what you're doing! The vegetarian dish is hers and the non-veg is mine... serve it properly."

Muttering an apology, the waiter quickly swapped the platters. Priya looked down at her plate, but the tense atmosphere had completely killed her appetite. Watching Ishan eat non-vegetarian food directly across from her felt incredibly strange and unsettling.

Ishan offered warmly, "Please eat, Madam..."

Priya nodded subtly, tore a small piece of tandoori roti, dipped it into the paneer curry, and took a bite. The food was undeniably delicious, but the oppressive environment completely overshadowed the taste. Even now, the men around were paying far more attention to her than to their own meals, watching her with hungry, lingering glances.


Chapter 3

A storm of conflicting thoughts swirled through Priya's mind—the brutal confrontation with Raj, Vijay's political posters, the predatory stares of the men at the diner, and Ishan sitting directly across from her. She desperately wanted to escape this place—not just this rustic diner, but perhaps the entire country.

Meanwhile, Vijay had just arrived back at his estate. He had wrapped up his office work early to escape his soaring stress levels, wanting nothing more than to clear his mind with a swim in the backyard pool. Yet, thoughts of Priya kept drifting back into his mind. If only she were here with me right now, sharing the warmth of the water... if only...

As Vijay walked toward the backyard, the sound of loud, aggressive shouting echoed through the air. It sounded like someone was being ruthlessly assaulted. He slid the glass door open, only to find three or four heavily built men lounging by the poolside, while another man lay battered and broken on the ground.

Vijay's expression instantly hardened in disgust. Annoyed by the sight, he slammed the sliding door shut and walked back into the drawing room, calling out loudly, "Isha... Isha!"

Isha walked into the room with a slow, deliberate pace, completely unbothered. "What's up?"

Vijay snapped, "How many times have I told you... do not bring this kind of thuggery into our home?"

Isha replied casually, "Are you talking about Arman?"

Vijay sighed in frustration, "Who else would I be talking about? Damn it... I wanted to use the pool."

Isha shrugged, "Then go ahead... he isn't stopping you."

Vijay's voice rose, "That's not the point! I absolutely despise this... the violence... and right inside our house!"

A faint, mocking smile touched Isha's lips as she taunted him, "Oh, really? The last time you needed something handled, you didn't seem to have any problem calling Arman to do your dirty work."

Vijay deflected, "That was completely different... it didn't happen under our roof. Who is that anyway? Who are you having beaten up?"

Isha countered, "Why do you care?"

Vijay argued, "Because it's happening here! On one hand, you tell me to keep my hands clean and stay away from trouble, and on the other hand, you're doing this..."

Isha rolled her eyes, "Bloody hell... he's my event manager. And he was trying to embezzle money from me."

Vijay rubbed his temples, exasperated, "Oh God... you're having him beaten over that? The man has worked with you for years!"

Isha stated coldly, "Four years. But he needs to learn that there are consequences for betrayal."

Vijay pleaded, "Come on, Isha... just call it off. If it was just some money, it's not a big deal."

Isha snapped, "No, it is a big deal for me. It's not about the money, it's about trust."

Just then, one of the men from outside stepped into the drawing room—it was Arman. "Ma'am... I need to step out for a bit. The boys will keep handling him. If you give the word, we can pay a visit to his wife too..."

Vijay interjected fiercely, "No! Absolutely not. His wife has nothing to do with any of this!"

Arman ignored Vijay entirely, keeping his gaze fixed solely on Isha. "Ma'am?"

Isha remained quiet for a brief moment, contemplating, before speaking up, "No... let it be. Our gentleman here is feeling far too merciful today."

Arman bowed his head, "As you wish."

With that, Arman stepped back outside. Vijay glared at Isha, his blood boiling, "What kind of madness is this? Are we living in a gangster film?"

Isha waved her hand dismissively, "Drop it. Why are you getting so worked up over this anyway? By the way, did you see the campaign posters on your way home?"

Vijay blinked, caught off guard, "What posters?"

Isha scoffed, "Seriously? They've been put up all over the city and you didn't even notice?"

Vijay closed his eyes and let out a heavy, exhausted sigh, "Ish... Isha... you should have consulted me first. I hadn't even given my final approval for those posters yet."

Isha shrugged, "What's your problem? Dad is organizing the entire campaign. You just need to show up and be the poster boy."

Hearing her speak so condescendingly triggered a wave of resentment inside him. "Maybe I don't want to be your puppet poster boy."

Isha burst into a mocking laugh, "Oh please, Vijay, spare me the act. I know exactly how much you crave power. Stop being such a drama queen."

Vijay picked up a folded sample poster from the table and unrolled it. The picture of himself looked entirely synthetic and hollow, like a stranger he couldn't even recognize. A sudden, sharp anxiety pierced through his thoughts—had Priya seen these posters yet? He wondered what she would think of him, considering he hadn't even had a proper discussion with her about his political move.

Vijay looked back out toward the pool. A light drizzle had begun to fall, but the men outside showed no signs of stopping, continuing to ruthlessly discipline the event manager.

Meanwhile, Ishan's bike pulled into Priya's apartment complex. The rain had started just a few minutes prior, transitioning rapidly from a gentle drizzle into a heavy downpour. Priya's clothes were thoroughly drenched. Ishan parked the bike deep within the covered garage to shield her from getting any wetter, though there was barely a dry thread left on her.

As Ishan looked over at her, he noticed her kurti had become completely translucent and saturated, clinging tightly to her skin like a second layer. The sheer fabric left the contour of her undergarments vividly exposed. The sudden, chilly draft in the air had caused her chest to tighten, her soft form pressing prominently against the damp, weeping cloth.

Sensing his intense, unblinking gaze fixed upon her body, Priya quickly lowered her eyes and cleared her throat to break the spell. "Ahem..."

Startled back to reality by her voice, Ishan quickly averted his eyes, flushing with embarrassment. "Madam... I am so sorry you got caught in the rain. Please hurry upstairs and change into dry clothes immediately."

Priya murmured softly, "Yes... I'll go inside. You're completely soaked too... do you need a change of clothes?"

Ishan replied quickly, "No, Madam, I am fine. I keep an extra pair of clothes here at the complex anyway. Besides, if someone were to spot us together like this, they might get the wrong impression."

Priya suddenly realized just how intimately close Ishan was standing to her in the dimly lit garage. She instinctively took a couple of steps back to re-establish her boundaries. "Yes... I must go. Thank you so much for everything today... you didn't even let me pay for the meal."

Ishan smiled gently, "I told you, Madam... there is absolutely no need to thank me. And as for the bill—I was the one who chose that rustic diner, so it was only right that I covered it."

Priya offered a quiet nod of farewell and quickly stepped into the elevator. Inside, an older woman from the building was already standing. She scanned Priya from head to toe with a critical, lingering gaze, her expression dripping with silent judgment at Priya's drenched, disheveled appearance. Feeling deeply uncomfortable, Priya averted her eyes and stared at the elevator wall.

The moment the doors slid open on her floor, Priya hurried out. She inserted the key into her front door, but as soon as she pushed it open, the sound of a girl's bright, melodic laughter echoed through the foyer.

The voice giggled, "Ha ha ha... Why are you dragging me into the middle of this, you idiot? You're just going to make things worse..."

Priya's heart plummeted into her stomach. She noticed a pair of women’s sandals casually discarded by the entryway. Looking toward the drawing room, her mind reeled.

Sitting on the sofa were Ajay and Disha, leaning in incredibly close to one another, their faces illuminated by a warm smile as they looked down at a laptop screen.

The moment Ajay noticed Priya standing there, he bolted upright, a look of surprise crossing his face. "Priya! You're back..."

Priya glanced at her watch; it was only five in the evening. It felt as though she had returned home at entirely the wrong moment—or perhaps, at the exact right one. Her gaze darted between the two of them, her blood boiling with a quiet, suffocating fury. She felt completely paralyzed, unable to utter a single word as she stared at the reality unfolding before her eyes.

Ajay broke the silence, trying to sound casual, "You are completely drenched... go inside and change your clothes. I'll brew some tea for us in the meantime."

Disha chimed in with an overly cheerful, familiar tone, "Yes, Priya, go change... you'll catch a cold otherwise."

Hearing Disha speak with such easy authority inside her own home felt like a sharp stab to Priya's pride. By what right is she commanding me in my own house? But refusing to stand before them looking vulnerable and soaked, Priya turned on her heel and stormed into the bedroom, slamming the door behind her.

She grabbed a fresh set of clothes from the wardrobe and retreated into the bathroom. Catching her reflection in the mirror, she saw her wet, tangled hair and a face slicked with rain—though there was a distinct, heavy dampness in her eyes that had nothing to do with the storm outside. She began peeling off her wet clothes, her hands trembling.

From outside the bathroom door, the muffled sounds of their shared laughter drifted in once more. It felt like a cruel mockery—as if they were laughing directly at her, completely unashamed to flaunt their closeness under her roof, while she had been left utterly powerless to stop them.


But then, wasn't she doing the exact same thing with Ajay? So, by what right could she question him? Priya quickly changed her clothes, stepped out of the bathroom, and walked into the drawing room. Ajay was in the kitchen brewing tea, while Disha was doing something on her laptop. Priya walked over and sat down, keeping as much distance from her as possible.

She had never seen Disha laugh or even smile at the office. Yet right now, there was a faint, knowing smirk playing on her lips.

Priya simply couldn't contain herself any longer. In a low, strained voice, she asked, "How long has this been going on?"

Disha looked up, seemingly caught off guard, "Huh... what are you talking about?"

Priya retorted, "This... whatever is between you two."

Disha shrugged nonchalantly, "Only for as long as you’ve been watching, I suppose."

Priya's throat felt dry, annoyed by how Disha was forcing her to pry. "How many times have you been here before?"

Disha replied with a casual shrug, "Today is the first time."

Priya pressed on, "Then where exactly do the two of you meet?"

Disha let out a soft laugh, "I knew your mind could only think of something so cheap."

Priya countered, "You two act like this, and you expect me not to think anything?"

Disha shot back, "Speaking of which, where exactly do you meet Vijay?"

Priya glared at her, "I left that job ages ago. There was absolutely nothing between Vijay sir and me."

Disha smiled smoothly, "Fine, don't admit it. By the way, I haven't told Ajay a single thing about it... just so you could keep your dignity in front of him."

Priya snapped, "When there’s nothing to tell, what could you possibly say?"

Disha smirked, "Right, you’re so correct... there's absolutely nothing. Just like how your car is always parked at his estate while you are nowhere to be seen. Perhaps his vehicle broke down, and you generously lent him yours, right?"

Priya gritted her teeth in absolute fury. She had despised Disha from day one. "You can think whatever you want. Honestly, what do you even see in Ajay... and Heaven knows what he sees in you."

Disha chuckled, "Haha... you wouldn't understand. Anyway, I owe you no justifications. Think whatever pleases you."

Just then, Ajay walked in carrying the tea, seating himself quite close to Disha. "What are you two chatting about?"

Disha smiled sweetly, "Oh, nothing... just casual office gossip and small talk."

Priya forced a tight, artificial smile onto her face, trying to convince herself that she shouldn't care. They could do whatever they pleased.

Disha took a quick sip of her tea. "Ajay... I should head out after finishing this. It's getting late and my mother must be waiting."

Ajay insisted, "Oh, come on... stay for dinner."

Disha declined, "No, not tonight... some other time, definitely."

Ajay nodded, "Alright... whatever suits you. Give my regards to your mother."

Priya sat in silence, observing the exchange. There was an undeniable warmth and familiarity in their tone that went far beyond regular corporate colleagues. No matter how much Disha denied it, there was something deeper brewing between them.

A few moments later, Disha finished her tea and stood up to leave. She shook hands with Ajay, bidding him goodbye, completely ignoring Priya's presence. Priya didn't bother making an effort either, remaining seated on the sofa, mindlessly scrolling through her phone.

Ajay escorted Disha downstairs to help her find a cab. Priya felt a strong urge to walk over to the balcony and spy on them, but she checked herself. Why should I care? Whatever she needed to see had already been made clear inside. Her fingers moved across the glowing screen, though her mind was miles away.

When Ajay returned a short while later, his face was entirely untroubled, showing no awareness of Priya's internal distress. Priya expected him to offer an explanation for Disha's unexpected visit, but he remained silent.

Unable to resist, Priya finally initiated the conversation, "Why did Disha come over today?"

Ajay replied casually, "We wrapped up early at the office today, so I invited her over. Her visit had been pending for weeks. I thought it would be nice for the two of you to connect."

Priya countered, "But alone at our place? You knew very well that I was out."

Ajay shrugged, "So what? She's just a colleague. Raj used to visit our home with me all the time too."

Priya pressed, "You’ve never mentioned Disha to me before."

Ajay smiled, "Hmmm... well, there wasn't much to mention. We just talk at the office."

Priya noted, "The two of you seemed incredibly comfortable and intimate with each other."

Ajay laughed off her concern, "Oh, come on... since when did you become such a suspicious partner? You know how old everyone else is at that firm. Disha is the only one my age. We just have lunch together and chat... think of it like your friendship with Khushi."

Priya muttered, "I am not being suspicious... I just don't like her."

Ajay defended, "Who, Disha? She's actually very polite."

Priya scoffed, "Maybe with you. She's never been nice to me; she always carries an attitude."

Ajay smiled playfully, "Well, then I’ll definitely have to break the ice between you two next time."

Priya stood up abruptly, "I have absolutely no interest in being her friend."

A faint, amused smile touched Ajay's face, clearly enjoying Priya's apparent jealousy. "Alright, alright, calm down... listen to me..."

Ignoring him, Priya turned and walked into the kitchen. Gripping the edge of the kitchen counter with both hands, she tried to steady her breathing. Why am I worrying so much about what Ajay does? I am leaving this place in a few days anyway. The day had simply been too long and exhausting, causing her emotions to spiral out of control.

Later that night, as she lay awake in bed, a hyper-vivid thought crossed her mind—had Ajay and Disha already shared an intimate encounter right here in this house? It had been weeks since Priya had experienced any physical intimacy, and a sudden, burning ache of desire began to consume her entire body.

She tried desperately to sleep, but the intense physical restlessness kept her wide awake. She found herself wishing she were with Vijay at that very moment, surrendering completely to his touch. Overwhelmed by the longing, she loosened the drawstring of her pajamas and slid her hand underneath her undergarments. Her fingers traced downward, moving past her soft curls to find the aching center of her warmth, beginning to stroke herself with a slow, deliberate rhythm.

With her other hand, she cupped and massaged her breasts, her skin feeling incredibly sensitized to her own touch. If her own hands could bring her such intense pleasure, she could only imagine the thrill her body evoked in the men who had held her. The thought sent a sharp jolt of arousal through her, causing her fingers to move faster.

Closing her eyes in the dark, she fantasized about a heavy, dominant masculine presence taking control of her body, filling her completely. She slipped her fingers inside her slick center, moving them in and out in a rhythmic cadence, doing her best to stifle her breathless gasps in the quiet bedroom.

As she rapidly neared the peak of her arousal, she squeezed her breasts tightly, her body arching as a powerful, shuddering climax washed over her, releasing a wave of pure, intense release. Breathing heavily, Priya hurried to the attached bathroom, peeling off her damp undergarments to clean herself up.

Once she had freshened up and slipped into a clean set of lingerie, she returned to the bed and settled under the covers. Finally at peace, she closed her eyes, ready to drift into a deep, uninterrupted sleep.


Chapter 4

The next day, Priya stayed back at home, feeling a bit more composed after a restful night's sleep. She tried her absolute best to banish the memories of yesterday’s chaotic events from her mind, but her thoughts kept drifting right back to them.

Just then, her phone began to ring, and she saw Khushi's name flashing on the screen. For a second, Priya hesitated, wondering why Khushi was calling her out of the blue. Could this have something to do with Raj?

With a slight wave of anxiety, she answered the phone. On the other end, Khushi's bright, cheerful voice echoed, "Hey ma'am... where on earth have you vanished..."

Hearing the untroubled, lighthearted tone of her voice, Priya relaxed slightly. "I'm just at home... where else would I go... tell me about you?"

Khushi – "At the office... but it’s so boring here without you, my love..."

Priya teased softly, "Oh really... since when did I become your girlfriend?"

Khushi – "Think of it however you like... honestly, you’ve become so much more to me than just that..."

Understanding the unspoken hint, Priya fell quiet for a moment. "Hmm..."

Khushi – "You know... when I first found out about you and my brother, I was incredibly upset at first. I kept thinking, how could they do this, it's so wrong, and how could you keep such a huge secret from me..."

Priya interrupted quickly, lowering her voice, "Hey... someone might overhear you at the office... speak a bit softer."

Khushi – "No one can hear me... I'm all alone in the meeting room."

Priya – "Alright... hmmm... well, everything turned out exactly how you wanted in the end, didn't it..."

Khushi sighed emotionally, "No, it didn't... hear me out. Later that night, after I gave it a lot of thought, I realized how absolutely perfect you and my brother were together. You are such a close friend to me... you would have made the perfect sister-in-law... such a sweet sister-in-law..."

Priya muttered softly, "Hmm... but it just didn't work out, right..."

Khushi's voice grew heavy with emotion, "But why... that is exactly what I want to know..."

Priya – "Look... I can't really explain it. It’s not a matter of science or logic. We both just thought it was best to end things for good."

Khushi huffed, "Hmm... neither my brother nor you will give me a straight answer... it's just not fair..."

Priya deflected, "Is that the only reason you called? To scold me?"

Khushi – "No, I was just feeling bored, that's all. Plus, Raj hasn't been answering my calls since yesterday..."

Hearing Raj’s name made Priya's heart skip a beat. "Oh... really?"

Khushi – "Yeah... he just sent a brief message saying he’s a bit tied up. I'm actually thinking of dropping by his apartment to give him a surprise..."

Priya panicked, her voice rising instinctively, "No! I mean... if he says he’s busy, you should probably leave him be... why don't you come over to my place and hang out with me instead?"

Khushi – "Hmm... let me see. Hey, why don't you come over to my house for a sleepover? You had a falling out with my brother, sure... but not with me, right?"

Priya hesitated, "No, but..."

Khushi insisted, "No 'buts'... I’ll arrange everything and you simply have to come. Oh wait... someone needs this meeting room. I’ll call you back later!"

The call disconnected, but Priya remained frozen, her mind racing with anxiety over what Raj might tell Khushi if they ended up meeting. The mere thought of it sent a cold shiver down her spine.

Two to three weeks passed by, and Priya stood before the mirror, dressing to go out. Today was an incredibly monumental day for her, and she could feel a deep, underlying nervousness settling in. Her mind felt almost numb with anticipation. Adjusting her dupatta delicately over her hair, she looked at her reflection, noting the subtle lines of stress visible on her face.

Today, after six long weeks, she was finally going to see Vijay again. While she felt a wave of excitement at the prospect of meeting him, the gravity of the reason behind their meeting filled her with immense tension. This was the defining moment she had agonized over for so long, a major turning point she had repeatedly tried to push out of her mind. How could she take such a massive leap, to completely change her faith? Yet, she knew that to truly belong to Vijay and build a life with him, this was a step she had to take.

Just like before, rather than facing this monumental task completely alone, she chose to have her most trusted confidant by her side. Once she was fully ready, she sent a quick text to Ishan: I'm heading downstairs now.

When she reached the ground floor, she found Ishan waiting for her, though this time he had brought his car instead of his motorcycle. It was a welcome sight, as the sky looked heavy with dark, impending rain clouds, and Priya had no desire to get drenched like last time.

Ishan stood by the door, a warm, reassuring smile lighting up his face as he waited for her.

Seeing him, Priya offered a soft smile, "I keep bothering you for help over and over again, don't I... you must feel like I treat you like a personal driver."

Ishan replied earnestly, "Not at all, Madam... it genuinely makes me very happy whenever you think of me or call me for any assistance. And forget being a driver... I would willingly be absolutely anything you need me to be."

Priya let out a soft, nervous laugh, "Oh, come on... you always say the most extravagant things..."

Ishan added sincerely, "I mean it, Madam... by the way, you look exceptionally elegant today."

Smiling softly at the compliment, Priya slipped into the comfortable privacy of the back seat, while Ishan settled into the driver's seat up front.

Ishan asked, "Tell me, Madam, where are we heading today? You didn't mention the destination yesterday."

Priya hesitated for a brief moment, "Ummm... do you remember that place you took me to once before?"

Ishan blinked, looking at her through the rearview mirror, "Where, Madam?"

Priya clarified softly, "Think back... when we went together... to the Jama Masjid."

Ishan's face lit up, "Ah... yes, I remember perfectly. You want to go back there?"

Priya – "Yes, that's exactly where I need to go... but... I will explain everything to you a bit later. Can we head out now?"

Ishan – "Of course, let's go."

Ishan started the engine and pulled out onto the main road. Throughout the drive, Priya remained exceptionally quiet, lost in her own thoughts. The previous week, Vijay had called her from a secure, untraceable prepaid number to ensure absolute confidentiality, informing her that all the necessary legal paperwork was complete. This was the final, definitive step of the process, and it required both of them to be present at the sacred venue.

As the car drew closer to the historic district, Priya's internal anxiety intensified. Ishan kept glancing up at the mirror, noticing that the usual soft expression on her face had been completely replaced by deep, palpable worry.

Ishan broke the silence gently, "Madam... is everything alright..."

Priya exhaled a slow, heavy breath, "Yes... I'm just not in a state to talk right now. Please... don't ask me too many questions today."

Ishan nodded understandingly, "No problem at all... why don't you close your eyes and rest for a bit. I’ll let you know the moment we are about to arrive."

Priya closed her eyes, letting her head rest back. The tumultuous events of the past two years began to play like a vivid montage in her mind—Ajay, Dhruv, Raj, Pratap, Khushi, Vijay, Jassy, Bhabhi... each person's voice echoed with conflicting advice, judgments, and expectations. She tightly clasped her hands together in her lap to steady her nerves, eventually drifting into a light, exhausted doze.

She was gently pulled back to reality by the sound of Ishan's voice, "Madam... we're almost there."

Waking up with a sudden start, Priya's breathing turned fast and shallow as she looked at the bustling streets outside. "Huh... alright... do one thing... park the car a little distance away from the main entrance. I'll walk the rest of the way on foot."

Ishan replied, "As you wish... but I’ll walk along with you, right?"

Ishan found a parking spot a short distance away in a crowded, bustling lane. Stepping out of the vehicle, he and Priya walked side by side toward their solemn destination. As the grand structure came into view, Vijay's strict parting words flashed vividly in Priya's mind—he had explicitly instructed her to arrive at the precise location completely alone.

Priya stopped in her tracks. "Ishan... you wait right here... I will be back in just a little while..."

Ishan replied, "But Madam... here... you, all alone... I don't quite understand..."

Priya said, "Don't you worry... nothing will happen to me... just wait for me..."

Ishan wasn't entirely convinced, but he nodded his head in agreement anyway. Priya left him there and moved forward. Going ahead all by herself filled her with even greater nervousness. As she drew closer, it felt as though the crowd was growing denser.

Gradually, the memory of the path returned to her, reminding her of how she had gone up the stairs before. And as soon as she reached near the stairs, she spotted Vijay standing right below. Vijay was wearing a kurta and had put on a fake mustache, but how could Priya fail to recognize him?

Seeing Vijay brought a wave of immense relief over her, and the lost smile returned to her face. She wanted nothing more than to run and throw her arms around Vijay's neck, but keeping the surrounding environment in mind, she quickly walked over to him and placed her hand on his shoulder.

Vijay was also smiling upon seeing Priya; looking at their faces, it truly seemed as though two lovers were meeting after centuries. There was so much they both wanted to say to each other, but perhaps this was neither the place nor the time for it.

Vijay got straight to the point. "Ready?"

Priya replied, "Yes..."

Vijay said, "Ummm... we don't have to go inside the main area right in front of us... instead, there is a small building nearby... we have to go there... just hand over these papers there, and there will be a “Imam Hamza”... he will guide you through a few formalities... and some paper signatures... and that's it, it will be done..."

Vijay extended the papers toward Priya, but Priya did not take them. "You handle them yourself, what will I do with them..."

Vijay insisted, "You will take your own papers with you... we will both go separately... so that no one suspects anything..."

The tension rushed back to Priya's face. "Alone??!! But how can I..."

Vijay encouraged her, "Come on... you can do it... it's very simple... don't stress..."

Priya asked, "But is it absolutely necessary to go alone..."

Vijay replied, "Yes please... try to understand... it's quite risky, you haven't told anyone that you came here, right?"

For a brief moment, Priya thought of mentioning Ishan's name, but she shook her head in refusal.

Vijay said, "Ok, let me go through it first... you wait right here..."

Vijay started walking toward the small building nearby. Priya's eyes remained completely fixed on him. But within a few moments, he vanished from her sight. Priya sat down in a corner there and covered her face with her dupatta. She could feel that the people passing by were staring at her.

It was only about a 25 to 30-minute wait, but to Priya, it felt as though she had been sitting there for hours. Just then, she saw Vijay walking back with a smile on his face.

As soon as he reached her, Priya bombarded him with a flurry of questions. "Is it done? How was it? What needs to be done?"

Vijay chuckled and said, "Arrey, why are you stressing so much... it's nothing at all, it will all be done very quickly. Come on, now it's your turn to go."

Vijay handed some papers to Priya, and Priya began walking toward that other small building.

Priya kept turning around repeatedly to look back at Vijay, but in the end, she had to step inside. She was just wondering what to do next when she noticed another woman and a man holding papers, heading in a certain direction. She followed right behind them.

Walking behind them, Priya reached a doorway. She began observing the couple currently inside very closely, and within a short while, her turn arrived.

The Imam Hamza looked closely at Priya. "Child... have you come here all alone..."

Priya replied, "Yes..."

The Imam Hamza asked, "Are you doing all this of your own free will... there is no pressure on you from anyone, correct..."

Priya said, "Yes... there is no pressure from anyone... But why?"

The Imam Hamza explained, "Well... I am required to ask all of this... This mangalsutra around your neck... are you married?"

Priya tried to hide her mangalsutra, but it was already too late. "Yes..."

The Imam Hamza inquired, "Does your husband know about this? Or is he also planning to do this?"

Priya asked, "No... will I have to inform him about this?"

Imam Hamza stated, "You do not require his permission, but let me inform you that by doing this, your marriage will no longer remain valid in our eyes..."

Startled, Priya asked, "What do you mean?"

The Imam Hamza replied, "Exactly what I just said... your marriage will stand annulled... it seems you were not aware of this?"

Priya said, "No, nobody had mentioned this to me..."

The Imam Hamza spoke with absolute gravity, "Yes... Now knowing this, do you still wish to proceed forward?"

Priya's mind was completely tangled in confusion, and she could not understand what step to take next. Perhaps it was now too late to back out. She closed her eyes for a couple of moments to reconsider everything.


Chapter 5

Priya began walking back toward Vijay with slow, hesitant steps. Her gaze remained fixed on the ground, as though the heavy emotional burden of what had just transpired inside was weighing down her shoulders.

Vijay was still standing precisely where she had left him. The moment Priya drew close, she instinctively cast all hesitation aside, stepping into his space and letting her weight lean completely against his chest. Vijay, too, briefly forgot the crowded public surroundings and brought his arms around her, holding her tightly against him.

After a long, quiet moment, they pulled back slightly to compose themselves. Vijay gently brushed a few stray, silky strands of hair away from her face, his eyes searching hers with deep intensity. He wished more than anything that they were somewhere completely private, where he could truly lose himself in her kiss.

Looking at her slightly misty eyes, Vijay asked softly, "Did everything go smoothly?"

Priya lowered her gaze, trying to form the words, but they seemed to catch in her throat. "Vijay... actually..."

Before she could finish, a sharp, piercing voice shattered the moment. "Oh my... what on earth do you think you're doing!"

Priya's head snapped around, and she spotted a familiar elderly woman descending the steps. It was the exact same nosey woman she had encountered on her very first visit to this location. A sharp line of tension immediately creased Priya's forehead.

Approaching them, the old woman chided again, "What is this behavior... who are you throwing yourself at now?"

Vijay looked at Priya, completely puzzled, silently asking who this stranger was. Priya simply offered a subtle, helpless shrug.

Priya muttered under her breath, "Let me handle this... it's nobody..."

The woman snapped, "What are you two whispering about? My ears aren't as sharp as they used to be!"

Priya tried to placate her, "Nothing, Amma... how have you been?"

The old woman huffed, "Well, at least you recognized me this time. You were incredibly dismissive the last time I saw you at the shopping center with that man, pretending you didn't even know who I was."

Priya cleared her throat, embarrassed, "Yes, well... I was with my husband then."

The woman gasped dramatically, "He was your husband?!! Then who is this one you're embracing so tightly? Don't tell me he's your husband too! You seem to change men faster than people change their clothes!"

Priya quickly corrected her, "No... he is just a friend."

The woman waved her hands in disapproval, "A male friend?!! Good heavens... and you cling to him so shamelessly in public? You need to exercise some restraint over your youth. Just because God blessed you with breathtaking beauty doesn't mean you should go around offering your embrace to every man you meet!"

Finding her constant nagging incredibly grating, Priya retorted, "Amma, what are you even talking about..."

The old woman wagged a finger, "Mark my words... once this fleeting youth fades away, none of these male companions will stand by your side."

Thoroughly annoyed, Priya cut her off politely but firmly, "We have to leave now, Amma. Please take care of yourself."

The woman called out after them, "You're the one who needs to take care... and don't let me catch you with a fourth man next time! Honestly, that very first gentleman you were with was the best of the lot!"

Vijay was left entirely bewildered by the old woman's cryptic, accusatory rambling. As Priya gestured for him to move, the two of them quickly walked away from the steps.

Once they were at a safe distance, Vijay asked in a light, amused tone, "What on earth was that all about?"

Priya sighed, "Oh, nothing... just an eccentric old lady. I crossed paths with her once when I came here with Ishan, then a second time when I was with Ajay, and now a third time with you. She's jumped to her own wild conclusions... anyway, let's just drop it."

Vijay burst into a genuine laugh, "Hahaha... well, it sounds like you've thoroughly scandalized the poor woman!"

Shifting the topic, Priya asked softly, "Let's talk about us... what is the plan moving forward?"

Vijay's eyes softened with genuine warmth, "Hmmm... everything is legally clear now. The only step left is our wedding... our Nikah... call it whatever you prefer. After that, we will finally belong to each other completely."

A beautiful, delicate blush crept onto Priya's cheeks at his words. "And what happens after that?"

Vijay smiled, "After that, it's just you and me heading straight to London... to start a completely fresh, beautiful life together."

A surge of genuine excitement coursed through Priya. "Really? We’ve endured so much waiting and uncertainty for this moment..."

Vijay reassured her, "Consider the painful days of waiting officially over."

Hesitating slightly, Priya mentioned, "By the way... I noticed your campaign posters pasted all over the city walls on my way here..."

Vijay's voice dropped, a hint of frustration filtering through, "Yes... Isha had all of those put up without my consent. But don't let it worry you; it won't affect our plans in the slightest."

Priya looked at him, a trace of vulnerability in her eyes. "How much time will you actually spend here for politics, and how much will you be with me in London? I’ll feel completely isolated without you..."

Vijay captured her hands gently, "Don't worry about that. I will work out a perfect solution. My priority will be to spend every possible moment by your side. After all, how could I bear to be away from you for so long?"

Priya murmured, "Hmm... I feel like it's finally time I come clean to Ajay about everything."

Vijay countered immediately, "No, not yet. It isn't safe to reveal anything to anyone just yet. Let the right moment arrive."

Priya nodded submissively, "Alright... whatever you think is best. Also, Khushi has been calling me incessantly, desperate to meet up. She was being quite insistent today too... do you think it's safe for me to see her? It's been quite a while since we last spoke."

Vijay nodded, "Yes, that's perfectly fine, you can meet her. Once everything is finalized, we will share our happiness with her anyway. I'm certain she will be thrilled for us. But tell me... do you only miss Khushi, or do you happen to miss me a little bit too?"

Priya looked up at him, a playful, teasing glint in her eyes, "Hmm... you? Not at all."

Vijay chuckled, "Oh, really? Your embrace earlier certainly suggested otherwise."

Blushing deeply, Priya confessed in a soft, sensual whisper, "To be completely honest... I miss you terribly these days. I find myself longing for your touch constantly... especially at night... when loneliness feels too overwhelming to bear."

Vijay's gaze darkened with sudden passion, "You have no idea how badly I want to take you away to a private sanctuary right this second, where we can be entirely alone. But it's just a matter of a few more days... we just need to restrain our hearts a little longer. After that, we will have all the time in the world..."

Priya locked eyes with him, a sultry, teasing smile playing on her lips, "Well, I suppose the anticipation will only make it sweeter..."

Vijay exhaled a ragged breath, "Ufff... you are testing my resolve completely. Listen, your visa, travel arrangements, and tickets are almost finalized. I want you to keep a single suitcase packed and ready. The moment the final step is taken, you will need to leave the country immediately."

Priya asked, "But what story will I give to everyone else?"

Vijay reassured her, "Leave that coordination to me. For now, I must hurry back to the office. Will you be able to head back safely?"

Priya smiled softly, "Yes, I’ll head back the same way I arrived."

They exchanged a deeply affectionate, lingering look, both fully aware that the next time they met, they would be uniting their lives permanently. Vijay gently cupped her cheek in his hand for a brief, warm second before turning and walking briskly toward his vehicle.

Priya took a deep, centering breath and began walking back toward the lane where she had left Ishan waiting.

Driving back, Vijay arrived at his corporate headquarters. He had a mountain of urgent executive matters demanding his attention today, but the profound personal milestone achieved this morning remained uppermost in his mind.

He took the elevator straight up to his executive suite. Disha was seated at her front desk, deeply absorbed in her work.

Approaching her, Vijay asked, "Disha... did my priority courier arrive?"

Disha looked up instantly, "Yes, sir... I've placed it directly on your desk. Also, Vijay..."

Vijay noted her hesitation, "Yes, go ahead..."

Disha lowered her voice, speaking carefully, "Jassy sir is already inside your office."

Vijay's face instantly hardened with intense annoyance. He certainly hadn't anticipated Jassy showing up to confront him after their explosive argument the other day. Furthermore, his private cabin contained sensitive documents that needed to be kept strictly hidden from Jassy's prying eyes.

Vijay snapped, his tone laced with sharp frustration, "Why on earth did you permit him to enter my private office?"

Disha defended herself quickly, "He completely disregarded my warnings, sir... and it isn't unusual for him to wait inside your cabin."

Vijay glared at her, about to reprimand her further, but checked himself. He realized he hadn't given her explicit, strict instructions regarding barring Jassy's entry today. Still, Disha was usually exceptionally sharp at reading executive tension, and he couldn't comprehend how she had allowed such a critical lapse in judgment.

Taking a deep breath to mask his irritation, Vijay pushed open the heavy mahogany door of his cabin. Jassy wasn't lounging in the executive chair; instead, he was seated across the desk, casually spinning a heavy crystal paperweight between his fingers.

The moment Jassy spotted Vijay, a broad, mocking grin spread across his face. "See? I didn't even take your precious throne today... I wanted to ensure I gave you absolutely no reason to complain."

Closing the door firmly behind him, Vijay walked toward his desk and asked coldly, "What exactly are you doing here, Jassy?"


Chapter 6

Jassy said in his usual casual tone, "I just came to meet my friend… what else…"

Vijay: "I thought it was made pretty clear after that day that you are not welcome here…"

Jassy: "Let that day go now… I forgot about it a long time ago…"

Vijay was walking over to his chair, where several courier envelopes were lying right in the middle of his desk. One of them was from the British consulate—Priya's visa. No matter what, he had to keep that envelope out of Jassy's sight.

Vijay: "So what do you want from me now… I already cleared my stance that day…"

Jassy: "I just missed you, so I came over… Come on, let me apologize again for whatever happened…"

Vijay: "And what if I don't forgive you…"

Jassy: "My friend, there's no fun even in hunting without you… it feels like that Sharma family has completely shaken up your entire life… how long are you going to stay angry over that matter..."

Vijay sat down in his chair and gently started sliding all the envelopes toward his side. Right now, he just wanted Jassy to leave this place. "Look Jassy, I am a bit busy today... I will come to meet you…"

Jassy asked, catching a glimpse of Vijay's eyes, "For sure?"

Vijay: "Absolutely for sure… we'll sit down and have a drink together just like the old days…"

Jassy: "Done boss, done… now that's the maturity between us, I thought you were going to get way too dramatic…"

Vijay: "Hmm, no… I am fine.. alright, see you then…"

Jassy stood up to leave. "By the way, where will we meet? Here or in London?"

Hearing this, the smile completely vanished from Vijay's face. Meanwhile, Jassy's smile grew so wide that his teeth were showing. Vijay understood that Jassy had already seen the envelope.

There was no point in beating around the bush, so Vijay asked in a harsh voice, "What do you want…"

Jassy: "Oh friend… you are misunderstanding me… the envelope was just lying right there and my eyes happened to fall on it… Priya's name is clearly visible on it too… tell Disha not to leave such things out in the open..."

Vijay: "Hmm... I will also have to tell her never to let you inside here again..."

Jassy: "Don't say that... things have never been like this between us... what's mine is yours... and what's yours is mine..."

Vijay: "Priya is not something to be shared, no matter what you do, you are never getting her…"

Jassy spoke, turning a bit serious, "I am not even interested in Priya anymore… I have promised someone that I won't even look in her direction…"

Vijay said laughing, "Really… you'll say it and I'll just believe it?"

Jassy: "Honestly, friend… by the way, what's going on? Are you sending her to London?"

Vijay: "Hmm…"

Jassy: "How did you convince her? By promising marriage? What if Isha finds out? You will get into massive trouble, my friend…"

Vijay: "Don't threaten me with Isha…"

Jassy: "You are still angry… calm down... if my presence has increased your tension, then I'll leave… but if you need anything at all, I'll be right there…"

Jassy walked toward the door.

Vijay: "Jassy… for the sake of our old friendship…"

Jassy: "No need to say it, friend… I won't say anything to anyone… you know I don't lie…"

Vijay's heart told him to trust Jassy's words, but his mind was telling him something else entirely. He needed to sort everything out and get Priya out of here as soon as possible. Perhaps he would have to handle everything tomorrow itself.

Priya had just arrived outside Khushi's house. It was 8:00 PM, and she was going to spend the entire night at Khushi's place today. She was visiting after so many days, and having to hide the things going on between Vijay and herself from Khushi all over again… just thinking about it made her feel exhausted. But this was probably the last time she would have to hide anything from Khushi.

Priya rang the doorbell, and a few moments later, Khushi opened the door, speaking in her usual high-energy voice, "Hey sweetheart!! You finally made it!!"

Priya put a smile on her face and said, "Yeah… how could I not come… you asked me so many times to visit…"

Khushi said with a wink, "If I hadn't insisted, you probably wouldn't have come at all…"

As soon as Priya stepped inside the house, she heard the sound of someone talking from the drawing room. She looked at Khushi and asked, "Are uncle and aunty at home?"

Khushi: "No, no.. mom and dad have gone out... we have the house to ourselves... "

Priya: "Oh, then those voices... has someone else also come?"

Khushi: "Yeah, it's just Rohan and Raj… I've only invited a small group…"

The moment she heard Raj's name, Priya's footsteps froze and her face turned pale. She had no idea that Khushi was going to invite Raj here. After what had happened two to three weeks ago, she never wanted to meet Raj again.

Khushi: "What happened? You're reacting as if I just named a ghost…"

Priya quickly tried to act normal. "No, no… I just thought it would be just the two of us…"

Khushi said, pouting her lips, "Yeah, the plan changed a little bit at the last minute… you can't even imagine how much convincing it took to get these two to come..."

Priya: "Oh, I see… is there a special occasion?"

Khushi smiled and said, "Guess what?"

Priya was confused. "Ummm… it's not your birthday, is it?!"

Khushi: "It is a birthday.. but not mine…"

Priya asked in surprise, "Then whose is it?!"

Khushi: "Oh god!! You forgot your own birthday! Tomorrow is your birthday, dumbo…"

Priya stood stunned for a moment. So much was happening in her life that she had completely forgotten that tomorrow was her own birthday.

Priya softly said, "Ohhh wow… thank you… I didn't even remember..."

Khushi grabbed her hand and pulled her inside. "I wanted to give you a surprise, but you looked so serious that I had to tell you right away…"

Khushi brought Priya into the drawing room, where Raj was sitting on the sofa and Rohan was standing nearby.

The moment Rohan saw Priya, he said excitedly, "Surprise!!!! Happy birthday in advance!!!"

Raj also said from where he was sitting, "Happy birthday to you..."

Priya looked at him; deep marks from his injuries were still visible on his face. With a faint smile, Priya said, "Thank you…"

Khushi added, "Priya… you know Raj met with a bike accident and got hurt pretty badly… poor guy..."

Priya pretended to be clueless. "Oh, I see… I didn't know… how are you doing now, Raj?"

Raj replied, "I'm okay… but the injuries haven't completely healed yet…"

Raj stared at Priya, as if to say that she knew everything and was only pretending to be clueless. A heavy silence filled the room for a few moments, and Khushi kept looking at everyone one by one.

Khushi was the one to break the silence. "Ok guys! Enough serious vibes... tonight's plan is pizza, wine, and some embarrassing games..."

Rohan laughed and said, "By that, Khushi means Rohan’s lame, embarrassing life stories..."

Khushi countered, "Not just Rohan’s... everyone's..."

Khushi quickly brought over a tray with glasses of wine and began handing them out. Raj raised his glass and said, "Cheers to the birthday girl...."

Khushi and Rohan also chimed in loudly, "Cheers!!!"

Priya just held a faint smile, feeling completely trapped. She shouldn't have come here tonight, and now it was going to be extremely difficult to escape a party being thrown in her honor.

About an hour or two later, the lights in the drawing room had been dimmed, the pizza boxes lay empty, and two to three empty wine bottles were scattered across the table. Everyone sat around laughing and joking. Khushi was sitting curled up on the sofa in such a way that her dress left her bare thighs completely exposed. Rohan's eyes were completely glued there.

Khushi had been drinking the most, and the effects of the wine were clearly visible on her face. Rohan was in a similar state. Only Raj and Priya had consumed less, but they weren't even looking at each other.

After a while, Khushi and Rohan stood up together and started dancing to the music. Seeing the two of them dancing so close to each other made Priya feel a bit embarrassed.

Khushi tried to pull Priya up. "Come on guys... join us...."

Priya didn't stand up; Khushi was getting a bit too out of control. "Khushi, no... you should sit down..."

Priya pulled Khushi down, and she landed on the carpet with a thud. Khushi didn't seem to care at all; she clapped her hands and said, "Ok, ok, listen up everyone! Enough boring talk... Now it's time for truth and dare..."

Rohan laughed and said, "Oh come on... who plays that college game anymore..."

Khushi glared at him. "Shut up... now that we've grown up, the truths and dares will be adult too... get it..."

Priya said to Khushi anxiously, "Khushi... let it be, please..."

But Khushi remained stubborn. "Please, please.... just for a little while...."

Raj agreed with her, saying, "Come on... Khushi is asking nicely, let's play..."

Everyone sat down on the carpet.

Khushi picked up a bottle. "Ok, I'll spin the bottle... whoever it lands on will have to answer a question..."

Everyone nodded in agreement, and Khushi spun the bottle. For the first time, the bottle stopped in front of Rohan.

Rohan played up the drama, saying, "Oh god... now you guys are going to ask me something embarrassing..."

Khushi smiled and said, "Priya… you're the birthday girl… you ask..."

Priya said in a bit of a panic, "What should I ask? You guys go ahead and ask..."

Khushi insisted again, "Come on... just ask him..."

Priya thought for a moment and asked, "Rohan, do you have a girlfriend?"

Khushi turned her thumb down and said, "Boooo... such a simple question..."

Rohan replied with a laugh, "Thank you, ma'am… as of now, I don't..."

Khushi quickly threw in a second question, "Okay, do you like someone?"

Rohan protested, "Hey, only one question was allowed... rules are rules..."

Khushi laughed, "Ok, ok... I will spin it again..."

This time, the bottle stopped at Khushi. Before anyone could ask Priya to pose a question, Priya quickly said, "Someone else ask a question, otherwise this game will get really boring..."

Raj said, "Ok... I'll ask... have you kissed anyone other than me in the last six months?"

Rohan taunted, "Ooooo... now the game has gotten serious... speak up, Khushi ji... should we end the game?"

Khushi replied, "No... I will be honest... yes, I have kissed someone... but it was only one question, so you can't ask me who..."

This time Rohan spun the bottle, and it stopped at Raj.

Khushi teased him, saying, "Ok... now you won't escape either... have you recently kissed anyone other than me?"

Priya's heart began to beat wildly. Raj cast a glance toward her and then said softly, "Yes… now next, please..."

Rohan chimed in, "Ooooo… secrets are coming out..."

Khushi was a bit shocked, but she wanted to keep the game going. This time, the bottle landed on Rohan again.

Raj instantly threw a question at him, "Do you secretly have a crush on Khushi?"

Rohan glared at Raj as if a deep secret of his had been exposed. "Come on, man… this is not fair..."

Priya spoke up too, "You have to answer… rules are rules..."

Khushi smiled softly and said, "Don't worry, Rohan… just tell the truth… I won't mind..."

Rohan replied sheepishly, "Yes… I mean, who wouldn't..."

Khushi's cheeks flushed slightly with embarrassment, but she quickly spun the bottle again. This time, the bottle stopped at Priya.

Priya felt nervous about what someone might ask her. Rohan immediately took his revenge, asking, "Have you had physical intimacy outside of your marriage?"

Priya looked at him angrily. "What kind of an absurd question is that… I am not going to answer this..."

Khushi also checked Rohan. "Hey… come on, Rohan… maintain some decency in your questions, man..."

Rohan defended himself, "Oh really… and what about when questions were being asked to me?"

Priya looked at Khushi. "I didn't ask that question… and besides, I don't want to play this game anymore... ridiculous questions are being asked..."

Khushi didn't let Priya get up and tried to pacify her, "Ok, ok... calm down... let's spin again..."

Khushi quickly spun the bottle, and this time it stopped at Raj. Rohan was not going to let him off either. "The person you kissed—do we know her?"

Priya immediately looked at Raj, wanting to stop him from saying anything. Raj didn't look into her eyes; he just kept his gaze lowered and said softly, "Yes..."

Khushi had grown serious by now, her intoxication beginning to fade. "Oh wow... That's interesting... Who is it?"

Raj stated, "No more questions..."

Khushi asked again, "No, Raj... I am serious... tell me... who is it?"


Chapter 7

Raj looked up at Priya, but Khushi couldn't quite wrap her head around what was happening. She assumed he was merely seeking Priya's permission to mention her name.

Khushi - Priya, do you know him?

Priya quickly replied - Me? No, not at all...

Rohan finally interjected - Oh, come on... it's you... I mean, everyone knows, right? Raj and Priya have shared an intense history; they've crossed all boundaries...

Khushi's eyes widened in shock, and she raised her voice - WHAT!!!! What absolute nonsense are you talking about... Priya and Raj?

Rohan said casually - I mean, yeah... before he started dating you, Priya and Raj were incredibly close. Raj was the one who told me...

Priya abruptly stood up - What kind of sick joke is this?

Raj said with a slight smirk - Come on, Priya... just admit it now...

Khushi could hardly believe her ears - Wait a second... what is all this... what the hell?!

Raj - Khushi... I am sorry you had to find out this way... but remember when we first started talking, and you got mad at me at the gym? We weren't on speaking terms back then... during that time, Priya and I...

Khushi's mind raced as she pieced her memories together - What! Priya told me that you... oh god... Fuck...

Khushi glared at Priya in pure rage - How could you do that to me! You....

She was about to hurl a harsh insult at Priya, but something held her back.

Raj - And even on the day of my accident, Priya and I were together... Why don't you tell everyone, Priya? Tell them what happened that day...

Priya was breathing heavily, completely trapped and bewildered by how she had ended up in this position. She wondered if this was an elaborate trap laid out by Raj to exact his revenge - No... that... listen to me, Khushi... Raj was blackmailing me...

Raj - Oh, come on... everything had already happened between us before that. Why would I need to blackmail you?

Khushi hurled a bottle across the room in a fury and began walking toward her bedroom - Get out! Get out! All of you... now!!!

Priya quickly rushed after her - Khushi... please listen to me... that’s not true... at least not the whole truth....

Khushi glared back at her - Is this why you left Vijay? Just so you and Raj could... Fuck! You are such a piece of....

Priya - Khushi, no... it’s not like that...

By then, Khushi had stormed all the way into her room. The alcohol combined with her raging anger was fueling her temper completely - You are such a liar! You were my best friend... I helped you so much... and you... you did nothing but lie to me. You cheated on your husband... and you betrayed Vijay, too...

Hearing those words, Priya's temper flared as well - And what about you? Weren't you cheating on Raj too? Didn't you kiss that foreigner, David? And today, the truth about you and Rohan came out as well...

Khushi snapped - Don't you dare turn this back on me! I am just so glad you are out of Vijay's life now...

Priya couldn't hold back the truth any longer - Oh really? Let me tell you, Vijay and I haven't broken up. We are just putting on a show...

Khushi - Well, putting on a show is your specialty, isn't it? You're quite excellent at it...

Priya - This is not a show. Vijay and I are actually going to get married... there is absolutely nothing between Raj and me anymore...

Khushi - But there was, wasn't there? Fine! Whatever. I am going to tell Vijay everything myself...

Hearing this, Priya's defiance shattered, and she grabbed Khushi's hand - Please... don't do that... just listen to me...

Khushi yelled and yanked her hand away - Why should I listen to you!

Priya - Please... for the sake of our friendship... please don't tell him anything...

Khushi - Get out of this house right now... before I do something we both regret... get lost... NOW!

The sheer intensity of Khushi's screaming shook Priya to her core, and she quickly turned around to leave. Trembling with fear and anger, she hurried outside, noticing that Raj and Rohan had already left. Before Khushi could say a single word to Vijay, Priya knew she had to speak with him first. She dialed Vijay's prepaid number, but it was switched off.

Priya rushed to her car and drove fast toward her apartment. The day had started unexpectedly, and she had no idea it would end in such a disaster. Her eyes were bloodshot, and her tears wouldn't stop flowing. She navigated the deserted night streets in a blur, finally reaching her building.

It was around 11:30 PM when Priya opened the front door to her home. As she slammed the door shut with a heavy thud, Ajay came out of the bedroom rubbing his eyes, disturbed by the noise - Priya... you're back? You said you'd return in the morning...

Priya shot him a sharp, bitter look - Why? Did I show up at the wrong time? Is there someone else sleeping in the bedroom with you?

Ajay replied, annoyed - What kind of absolute garbage are you talking about...

Priya - Why? The moment I left, did you invite Disha over to keep you company...

Ajay - Priya, you are crossing the line... just because I stay quiet doesn't mean you can say whatever you want...

Priya - Exactly, you never say anything... and that's why all of this is happening...

Ajay tried to compose himself - Don't create a scene in the middle of the night...

Priya yelled - Why? Is it hard for you to face the truth?

Ajay - I think you've been drinking. I've told you before, there is nothing going on between Disha and me. She is just a colleague...

Priya sneered - Oh really... if she's just a colleague, then who is this person saved as 'D' who messages you late at night...

Ajay looked startled - What? When did you see that...

Thinking she had finally caught him, Priya said - Caught you red-handed, didn't I...

Ajay - Caught what? Do you even know who 'D' is?

Priya - Disha, obviously...

Ajay - 'D' is Dhruv's number... I've called him 'D' since we were kids...

Priya said furiously - What? You're lying...

Ajay - Go ahead and check my phone then...

Priya stood frozen, her mind completely blanking out in disbelief.

Ajay - I can't believe you doubt me this much... I always placed my absolute trust in you. People tried to poison my mind against you so many times... but I never believed a word of it....

Priya remained completely silent, unable to utter a single word. Something deep inside her shattered. She had never been this kind of person.

Ajay - I know I might not be good enough for you, but I am trying... are you even trying? Tell me?

Priya looked at Ajay, realizing she had to make a definitive choice; she couldn't stay here any longer - Ajay... I am leaving this house... it's probably best for both of us...

Ajay - What nonsense... sit down, relax, and have some water. I'm sorry I lost my temper...

Priya shook her head vigorously - No... it's over. There is nothing left between us anymore...

Ajay - Priya... believe me... there is nothing between Disha and me...

Priya - Ajay, this isn't even about Disha anymore... it's about us. We shouldn't be together. You should move on and marry someone else...

Realizing she wasn't in the right frame of mind to have a rational conversation, Ajay said - You need to rest. We will talk in the morning. I don't know what kind of mood you've brought home with you...

Priya stopped him - No... let's finish this right now...

Ajay - Priya, I have to go to the office tomorrow morning. Right now, we will only argue and accomplish nothing...

Leaving her standing there, Ajay walked back into his room. Priya went into her own room, breaking down into tears completely alone. Today, she had seemingly lost everything—Khushi, Ajay, and perhaps even Vijay. She had let things spin entirely out of control.

But she could not afford to lose Vijay. He was the only anchor she had left. She realized she had no choice but to tell Vijay the absolute truth.

Priya looked at her phone and dialed Vijay's prepaid number once again.

Priya hadn't expected Vijay to answer at this hour, but after two or three rings, Vijay's soft "hello" came from the other side.

Priya was breathing heavily - Vijay... I need to tell you the absolute truth right now...

Vijay said in a calm voice - Hey... calm down... what happened?

Priya - Over at Khushi's place.... everything went completely wrong...

Vijay said casually - Yeah, Khushi had called me... it's all about Raj, right?

Priya couldn't understand how Vijay could be so completely relaxed about this, Priya - You know everything?

Vijay - Yeah... I already knew everything... but it doesn't matter... I know you hate him... and he is not worth it...

Priya breathed a sigh of relief - Oh Vijay... I was under so much tension...

Vijay - Calm down... don't worry...

Priya - But Khushi was absolutely furious...

Vijay - I'll make her understand... give her some time... but listen, the reason I turned this number on was because I want us to get married tomorrow... and then the day after, I have booked your flight to London... you need to leave as soon as possible...

Priya - Why? Has something gone wrong?

Vijay - Yeah... but I can't explain everything right now... I am just texting you an address... you reach there tomorrow... After that, we will go together and get our marriage registered...

Priya - Okay... I'll be there...

Vijay - Don't take any more tension now... get some rest... tomorrow is going to be a very special day...

Priya and Vijay's call ended, and Priya's anxiety eased a bit. Perhaps everything wasn't completely ruined after all; Vijay would surely handle Khushi, and besides, she would be leaving this place anyway. Tomorrow, her new life was about to begin.

When Priya woke up in the morning, it was already 9 o'clock and Ajay had already left for the office. Priya's head was still spinning terribly—probably because of the wine and the arguments from last night. But now was not the time to think about all that. Today was a massive day for her. She had to get ready and step into her new life.

Priya quickly got out of bed and rushed to the bathroom. As the cold water hit her face, she came to her senses a bit. After stepping out, she stood in front of her wardrobe, opening it wide. Today, she wanted to wear something special.

Priya pulled out a red saree from her wardrobe and began draping it. Her heart was beating rapidly, and she was experiencing a wave of deep anxiety and excitement. Draping the attire took a little time, and then she put on matching bangles and carefully applied her makeup. Priya picked up her mangal sutra and placed it on the bedside table. What was the need for it anymore?

It took Priya nearly two hours to get fully ready. She looked at herself in the mirror; she knew she was going to look absolutely beautiful to Vijay today, having dressed up exactly according to his preference.

Finally, she was ready to leave. She was going to need Ishan today as well, so she called him.

The moment Ishan picked up, he said - Madam, is everything alright?

Priya - Hello Ishan… everything is fine… but I need your help again today…

Ishan - Please tell me…

Priya - I have to go somewhere right now... could you drop me in the car?

Ishan - Madam.... I am outside somewhere... it will take me some time to reach...

Priya - Oh... no problem... I'll manage...

Ishan - If you say so, I can ask someone else to drop you...

Priya - No, no... it will be managed... Don't worry...

Ishan - You just sent me the address... I will meet you right there so that you can come back with me...

Priya - Okay... I'll send it...

Ishan - Take care of yourself... I'll see you soon...

Priya hung up the phone. She absolutely did not want to drive a car in this heavy saree, so she had no option left but to find a ride. Holding her bag, Priya reached downstairs, hailed a taxi from outside the building, and set off toward Vijay.

On the way, her heart was thumping loudly. The fear of leaving an old path behind, the fear of choosing a completely new one. Sitting silently, she was waiting for her tomorrow.

A little while later, the taxi dropped her off outside a small temple. Priya quickly walked inside the temple, and there she saw Vijay standing ahead of her. There was a huge smile on his face. After all, today was finally the day of their union.

Seeing Vijay immediately eased a large part of Priya's tension, and the smile returned to her face as well. She waved at Vijay from a distance.

As she drew closer to Vijay, the blush on her cheeks deepened. Her lips felt completely sealed.

Vijay just kept staring at her, completely captivated - Wow.... you are looking amazing... I love you...

Priya looked around and said shyly - I love you too...

The two felt a bit hesitant to hug each other inside the temple. For both of them, staying away from each other even for a single moment was no longer easy. They just stood there, looking at each other and smiling.

Breaking the silence, Vijay said - The priest said that the auspicious timing is in 40 minutes, we will have to wait until then.

Priya smiled - It doesn't matter, when we've waited this long, what is another 40 minutes...

Vijay gently took Priya's hand in his - I was thinking we could perform some other rituals until then... I hadn't made any grand preparations, but I just remembered...

Priya asked in surprise - What kind of rituals?

Vijay - I was thinking that if we were having a proper wedding, there would be some pre-wedding rituals, right? We would at least slide rings onto each other's fingers...

Vijay led Priya slightly to the side into a room and pulled out a small velvet box from his pocket. Inside was a beautiful ring. He slipped that ring onto Priya's finger. Priya just stared at the stunning ring, her eyes misting over slightly with tears of pure happiness in her heart.

Priya said sadly - But I didn't bring anything... What should I do now?

Vijay laughed and said - The one on your finger... just give me that...

Priya - But that won't fit you.

Vijay - It doesn't matter... we will get another one in London... and then we'll exchange this one for the new one.

Priya slid the ring off her finger and handed it to Vijay, and then she began admiring the ring Vijay had placed on her. It was incredibly beautiful. For both of them, this moment was absolutely exquisite.

Just then, Priya heard a faint buzzing sound, like someone's phone ringing in silence. She checked her phone, but it wasn't hers.

Priya touched Vijay's hand and said - Vijay... I think your phone is ringing...

Vijay - Yeah... let me check...

As soon as Vijay pulled the phone out of his pocket and looked at it, a deep frown lined his face.

Seeing Vijay look so troubled, Priya asked - Who is it? Answer it...

Vijay said casually - No, it's no one... just like that... not important today...

But a few moments later, the phone began vibrating again. Feeling a bit annoyed, Vijay muttered - He just had to call today of all days... otherwise, he never does...

Priya asked again - Whose call is it?

Vijay placed a finger on his lips, gesturing for her to remain completely silent - Shhhh... stay absolutely quiet...

Vijay answered the call, and Isha's loud voice came blasting from the other side - Vijay!! Where are you?

Vijay normalized his voice and said - I stepped out for some office work, why?

Isha - Get home right this second...

Since the phone was on speaker, Priya could hear everything as well, and she looked at Vijay, wondering why Isha was calling him home right now.

Vijay - Is everything alright?

Isha - No... I want you here at home in the next 20 minutes...

Vijay said, irritated - Isha, I am in a client meeting... I can't come right now...

Isha - Ok... then you will be responsible for whatever happens to that bitch...

Vijay's heart began to race - Who are you talking about?

Isha screamed - Don't try to play me for a fool... I warned you to just use her and get rid of her... but you didn't listen to me... you were dreaming of marrying that bitch...

Vijay - Isha... listen... I'll come and explain everything, it's nothing like that...

Isha - Don't worry, everything will be perfectly clear today... I have already sent Arman to her house...

Terror washed over Vijay's face - What!! Priya... I mean Isha.... just call him back... there's no need for this...

Isha - Even now, her name is the only thing coming out of your mouth... unbelievable...

Vijay - Someone has definitely poisoned your mind against me... Jassy!!! Did Jassy come to the house? Trust me, he and I had a fallout over financial matters... you can't trust him...

Isha - If Jassy had spoken, maybe I would have believed you for a second... but Jassy didn't tell me this...

Vijay - Then who told you all this?

Although her face wasn't visible, her voice made it completely obvious that she must have said this with a smirk - Your dearest sister came to the house this morning... she told me everything... every single detail... all this was going on behind my back and you kept lying to me...

Vijay felt completely dumbfounded - Khushi!? You're joking, right? I'll call her right now and clear everything up...

Isha - Don't bother... her phone will be switched off... and don't lash out at her... she just told me the truth...

Vijay couldn't believe that Khushi could do something like this to him. But perhaps she hadn't done this against Vijay, but against Priya.

Isha - Dad will get her admission sorted at a US university... so she is happy... anyway, I need you to come home now... otherwise... Arman will ruin that woman so badly... if you come right now, maybe I'll show some leniency toward you and the rest of her family members...

Vijay felt utterly defeated; defeating Isha in this game was incredibly difficult, and he had no choice but to go there - I am coming... Please don't do anything until I arrive...

Isha - Come quick, before your mistress's show begins...

Isha hung up the phone. Vijay's head hung low in sheer despair. When he looked at Priya, her condition was even worse. Her tears were flowing uncontrollably, and she was covering her mouth with her hand, desperately trying to stifle her sobs. The moment the call ended, she broke down completely.

This moment, which just a short while ago was their most beautiful, had now turned into a horrific nightmare.

Sobbing, Priya somehow managed to say - Vijay, all this.... Khushi.... how could she do this... what will we do now....

Vijay just stood there, silent and distressed, as if the ground had been completely pulled out from under his feet. Everything had shattered in an instant. But there wasn't much time. He had to think of something immediately, do something before the danger looming over Priya turned into an irreversible reality.

Vijay - Priya... now is not the time to think about all this... you need to get out of here as quickly as possible...

Priya - But where will I go...

Thinking rapidly, Vijay said - Your passport must be at home, so that option is out… besides, going to the airport isn't safe either.... hmmm... where is that driver of yours, the watchman... where is he?

Priya - He is…!

Vijay pulled out his phone and quickly dialed Ishan's number - Ishan... get here right this second...

Ishan - What happened, Saab ji... I am just 5 minutes away... is Priya Madam alright...

Vijay - Yes, everything is fine... just reach here quickly...

Wiping away her tears, Priya asked - What happened... Why are you calling Ishan...

Vijay - Priya... I have looked into everything about him... right now, there won't be any place safer for you than his house...

Startled, Priya said - Ishan's house!!!! But why there… I could just go to my home in Jhansi instead..

Vijay - Trust me... they will hunt you down there… and if you fall into the hands of Isha's thugs even once, even I won't be able to save you... they could do absolutely anything to you...

Terrified, Priya placed her hands on Vijay's chest - Vijay... what are you even saying...

Vijay pulled Priya into a tight embrace - It will only be a matter of a few days... just until things cool down...

Every ounce of joy and laughter had completely vanished from Priya's heart, leaving behind nothing but pure terror. Between yesterday and today, her entire life had been completely destroyed. And that too, on her birthday..


Chapter 8

Priya sat in a bus, completely enveloped in a black burqa. Her face wasn't visible from the outside, but sheer terror was clearly reflected in her eyes. And why wouldn't it be? The past hour had been nothing short of a sequence from a horrific movie. Priya began to wonder how she had ended up here today.

Just fifteen minutes after Vijay made the call, Ishan had reached them at the temple. The moment Ishan arrived, Vijay began explaining the entire situation to him. Priya's mind had completely shut down, and she couldn't properly grasp what they were discussing or what would happen next.

Ishan - Sir… why run away… let whoever wants to come, come. I will handle everyone… I would fight anyone for Madam…

Vijay - Ishan, I have no doubt about that, but the two of us won't stand a chance against ten thugs. And what they will do to Priya after that, you can understand as well... I am not saying this for myself, but for Priya's sake, it is better to leave this place right now...

Confusion and anxiety were clearly visible on Ishan's face - But Sir... why go there? And how do you even know about that place...

Ignoring his question, Vijay asked - You haven't mentioned that place to anyone else, right?

Ishan said seriously - No Sir... never...

Vijay - Then that is the perfect place. It’s just a matter of a few months... As soon as everything cools down, I will come there and take Priya with me...

Ishan - Sir, but....

Vijay - You tell me... can any outsider come there and take Priya away against your will?

Ishan - No Sir... that is absolutely impossible...

Vijay - Then what are you thinking about? Take Priya and leave for that place... (Vijay turned toward Priya and called her name) Priya... Priya, listen...

Priya nodded faintly, as if waking up from a terrible nightmare - Yes....

Vijay - Priya... give me your phone... Ishan, you also take out your phone's SIM card and give it to me...

Vijay took Priya's phone and began removing her SIM card, and Ishan handed over his SIM card as well - I don't want anyone to trace you guys there... Ishan, you wait in the car, I will bring Priya in two minutes...

Ishan - Yes, Sir (Vijay Sir)...

Vijay was left alone there with Priya. He gently cupped both her cheeks with his hands - Priya... I know this seems difficult to you right now, but it is extremely important for you to leave this place at this moment...

Priya's eyes were moist, and her lips were trembling - I don't understand anything at all... what is happening... how can I just leave like this...

Vijay - Trust me, Priya... I never thought we would be in this situation either... but there is no point in discussing all this right now... the more we delay, the more time Isha's people will get to reach you...

Priya nodded faintly - You will come, right... as soon as everything is fine?

Vijay - Yes, absolutely... is that even something to ask...

Priya - And what about Ajay and everyone else? What if Isha does something to them...

Vijay - I will handle all of that... for that, it is very important for me to reach home right now...

Priya - And if something goes wrong there, how will I handle it?

Vijay - Just adjust yourself according to whatever the situation demands... Ishan will handle the rest... promise me you won't panic?

Priya said softly - Promise...

Vijay - Come on now, wipe your tears and pull yourself together...

Priya and Vijay walked outside, and Priya got into the car with just her handbag. It felt to her as if she were being sent away all over again today. The moment she sat inside, Ishan started the car and drove off at full speed.

Priya sat anxiously in the back seat when an idea suddenly struck her - Ishan... could you take a turn toward Vijay's office just once?

Ishan - But Madam... Sir explicitly told us to leave Luckn0w directly...

Priya asked him gently - Just once... please...

Ishan - Alright, Madam... as you wish...

Ishan turned the steering wheel and directed the car toward Vijay's office. Priya just wanted to reach there, speak with Ajay, and tell him everything that had happened. If she disappeared so suddenly, there was no telling what Ajay would think of her. Within a few minutes, the car was approaching Vijay's office, where a large crowd had already gathered downstairs.

Seeing the crowd, a deep frown lined Ishan's forehead - Madam, something is wrong here... should I turn the car around?

Priya - No, just... a little bit closer...

Ishan drove the car a bit closer, and Priya leaned her head out of the window to look into the crowd. She spotted Ajay there! Four or five heavily built men had surrounded him and were holding him captive. The rest of the office staff were just standing around watching the spectacle. A short distance away, Disha was standing there too.

Disha's eyes fell upon Priya, and she walked with swift strides toward her.

As soon as Disha reached her window, a faint voice escaped Priya's choked throat - Disha... what is all this... Ajay...

Disha - Priya, you tell me... what is going on... it looks like those men are looking for you... what has happened?

Perhaps even in that chaotic crowd, someone noticed Disha talking to Priya and pointed toward them. Those four or five men let go of Ajay and lunged toward their car, shouting.

Man - There she is... there she is... stop her!

Ishan also shouted loudly - Madam!!! They are coming right towards us... we have to get out!

Ishan quickly threw the car into reverse, and as soon as he gained a little clearance, he sped away from there, tearing through the street. Priya looked back and saw a few men inside another car beginning to pursue them.

Ishan spoke in a tone filled with anger and tension - I told you, coming here wouldn't be right...

Seeing Ishan in this state, Priya grew utterly terrified - What will we do now, Ishan...

Ishan softened his voice slightly - Don't panic...

Ishan began taking one turn after another, driving rapidly to escape. Priya could no longer see the pursuing car behind them, but she knew they wouldn't be very far. After a short while, Ishan pulled the car over at a spot.

Priya - Why did you stop the car here...

Ishan - Madam.. they have seen the registration number of this car... we will have to leave it right here...

Priya - What next?

Ishan opened the boot of the car and pulled out a black burqa from inside - Madam, you put this on... your red saree will draw anyone's attention toward you. Priya quickly threw the black burqa over her clothes, covering herself completely from head to toe, leaving only her eyes visible to the outside world.

Ishan - And take off your footwear as well, put these shoes on... your sandals are far too shiny...

Priya - Will these even fit me?

Ishan - Just try them....

Ishan knelt down and began sliding the shoes onto Priya's feet; they fit onto Priya's feet with great difficulty. Priya was struggling to manage the burqa properly, and it kept falling over her eyes - I can't see anything in this...

Ishan - Just hold my hand...

Ishan gripped Priya's hand firmly and began leading her somewhere. Priya couldn't properly understand where they were going. She just let herself be pulled along, holding onto Ishan's hand, placing her absolute trust in him.

Within moments, it felt to her as if she were at a bus stand, and Ishan whispered to her - We have to board this bus, you go up first..

Priya couldn't wrap her head around it, but Ishan placed his hand on her waist to guide her and helped her up into the bus. Following closely behind her, he guided her to a window seat and sat down right next to her. Priya could only see faintly through the mesh of the burqa, and the bus soon became packed to capacity.

Priya sat gripping the railing of the seat ahead of her tightly, with Ishan sitting pressed right against her side. The bus had barely started to move when suddenly there was a loud commotion outside. Two or three men pushed past the conductor, boarded the bus, and began glancing around wildly.

Conductor - What is the meaning of this!

A man's voice boomed and fell upon Priya's ears - Hey... has anyone seen a girl in a red saree around here...


Conductor - Whoever is here is right in front of you, isn't it?

Looking at another woman wearing a red saree, the man said - Not this one... she was someone a bit younger...

Conductor - There is no one else...

The man stared intently toward Priya, and she lowered her eyes - And what about this one in the burqa? Lift your burqa...

There were probably two or three other women on the bus besides Priya who were also wearing burqas.

Hearing this, another passenger spoke up fiercely - What insolence is this... are you going to force our women to lift their burqas...

Hearing this, several other passengers lost their tempers as well - Yeah.. call the constable right now... yeah, yeah... push them off the bus...

Seeing everyone turn hostile, the man stepped back a little - Alright, fine… I am leaving my number with the conductor. If anyone gets any information, call this number… there will be a ten-thousand-rupee reward…

After handing his number to the conductor, the man stepped down from the bus, and it began to move. But Priya's heart was still thumping rapidly. If her burqa had been lifted today, then perhaps.....

Priya realized that out of sheer anxiety, she had been gripping Ishan's hand tightly. Ishan whispered softly to her - Don't be afraid... we have finally made it out of there...

Priya loosened her grip; her palm was completely drenched in sweat. The bus was now moving at full speed, and after about fifteen to twenty minutes, it reached the highway. Terror still lingered in Priya's eyes, but after all the running around, she was utterly exhausted, and her eyes began to grow heavy.

Gradually, her head leaned onto Ishan's shoulder, and she drifted off to sleep.

But there was no peace for her even in her dreams. She envisioned a group of five to seven men surrounding her, pinning her arms and legs down completely. She felt hands aggressively groping her body, squeezing her curves as she lay pinned under their weight. In the nightmare, the men completely exposed themselves, their bare skin pressing against her body as they forced themselves onto her, subjecting her to a relentless, breathless collision of bodies.

Priya woke up with a sharp gasp, her face covered in sweat. Ishan held her securely and asked - Are you alright...

Breathing heavily, Priya said - Yes... it's nothing... just a dream.. can I get some water?

Ishan - Yes, as soon as the bus stops somewhere... I will fetch some water...

A man sitting nearby asked Ishan - What happened? Is everything alright....

Ishan - Yes, yes... she just isn't used to traveling by bus... she's feeling a bit motion sick...

Another woman laughed and teased - Oh really... is your wife used to traveling in airplanes or what...

Ishan smiled and replied smoothly - Yes, old auntie... you could say exactly that... assume she only travels in airplanes...


Chapter 9

Everyone laughed, but Priya remained deeply lost in her inner turmoil. She looked out through the mesh of the burqa; there was no city outside anymore, only a dense forest-like terrain. It was also getting increasingly dark. In all the chaos, she hadn't even asked where they were heading.

Priya tried to quiet her mind, but her thoughts refused to stop racing. She turned toward Ishan and asked in a low voice - Where are we going to reach?

Ishan - The bus will stop at Bareilly next...

Priya - Are we going to Bareilly?

Ishan - No, Madam... we are going to my village... don't be worried by the word 'village'... nowadays there isn't much difference between a village and a city, you get everything there too...

Priya - How far is your village from Bareilly?

Ishan - It's another two to two-and-a-half hours ahead from there... if you are too tired, we can stay somewhere for the night and leave in the morning...

Priya - No... I am not tired...

Ishan - It has become quite late... in my opinion, reaching there in the middle of the night won't be right either... it's better to halt somewhere...

Priya - Whatever you think is best...

About fifteen to twenty minutes later, the bus came to a halt, and Priya and Ishan stepped down. By now, Priya could see a little better through the burqa than before. She managed to step down on her own, but as she did, her burqa lifted slightly, revealing a glimpse of her bright red saree.

A woman’s voice called out - Hey.. she is wearing a saree underneath her burqa...

Priya panicked completely and quickly pulled her burqa down.

Ishan intervened - Yes, that’s how women dress in our community...

The woman muttered - Could she be the one those men were searching for...

Ishan snapped - Auntie, have you lost your mind... go on, mind your own business..

Ishan firmly took Priya's hand again and began leading her along - Don't panic... nothing will happen...

Passersby continued to stare intently at Priya despite the burqa, and some even began hurling crude remarks - What’s hidden under that veil, what’s underneath… hidden during the day, showing it off at night… her hands are so fair and soft, imagine how breathtaking her body must be… everything must come off from top to bottom at night…

Hearing all this made Priya feel incredibly vulnerable and sick to her stomach, while Ishan, understanding the gravity of the situation, somehow managed to suppress his rising anger, completely ignoring their comments.

After walking for a short distance, they entered a building, which appeared to be a cheap hotel located near the bus stand.

Ishan - We need a room for one night....

The receptionist - 200 rupees...

Ishan - Yes... take this...

Looking toward Priya in her burqa, the receptionist asked - Are you husband and wife?

Ishan replied in a curt, firm voice - Yes....

The receptionist - Where are you heading...

Ishan - Why is that any of your business?

The receptionist smirked - Oh, come on, a lot of strange things happen these days... people frequently elope hiding under a burqa...

Ishan - Do you really think I look like that kind of person...

The receptionist - No, no... but we are required to ask, right... do you have an identification card or something?

Ishan - Who carries an identification card around all the time....

The receptionist - Hmmm... alright, ask your wife to say something so that I can be fully assured...

Understanding the gravity of the situation, Priya tightened her tone and said firmly - What is this unnecessary drama... if you have an issue giving a room to a husband and wife, we can easily go somewhere else... Let's go, dear...

The receptionist said nervously - Oh no, no... please don't mind, ma'am. It's just that an incident happened a little further back... someone had eloped with a girl... here, please take the room key...

Ishan took the room key, and the two of them headed toward the room. The moment they stepped inside, Ishan locked the door, and Priya removed the burqa from her head. Despite the room being quite shabby, she felt as if she was finally breathing freely after ages.

Priya took a deep breath - Ufff... it felt like I was completely suffocating inside...

Ishan looked at Priya's innocent face for a brief moment and then lowered his eyes - Please rest... I will bring the food directly to the room…

Priya - But why spend so much...

Ishan - Please don't worry about any of that...

Priya walked further into the room and looked around; there was only a single double bed, and even its sheet looked quite stained. She had grown accustomed to staying in luxury hotels, and this place was... But whatever it was, she had to adjust to it for the time being.

Ishan - I will go fetch some food from outside… Meanwhile, you can wash up…

Priya panicked all of a sudden - Alone here without you? Can't the hotel staff deliver the food to the room?

Ishan - Madam, this isn't that kind of hotel… I will have to go bring it myself… Please don't worry, I will get pure vegetarian food…

Priya wasn't worried about the food, but about being left alone here. What if someone showed up the moment Ishan left? But she somehow gathered her courage - Alright, but please come back quickly…

Ishan - I'll be back in the blink of an eye… lock the room from inside and do not open it for anyone except me…

Priya nodded in agreement and locked the door the moment Ishan left. Finding herself alone, she went to the bathroom; she hadn't used the restroom since morning. A little while later, after washing her face, she sat on the bed. Her eyes grew heavy as the immense mental and physical exhaustion of the entire day finally caught up with her.

But just then, a loud, heavy knocking echoed at the door. Priya's eyes snapped open, and panic gripped her. She moved closer to the door, but this cheap door didn't even have a peephole to check outside.

As she was frantically wondering what to do, Ishan's voice came from the other side - Madam… it's me… open the door…

Priya breathed a sigh of relief and unlocked the door for Ishan. He was holding two plastic bags inside which food was packed in plastic packets and wrapped in newspaper. He had also brought a bottle of water.

Seeing Ishan, Priya breathed easy - You took quite a long time…

Ishan - Yes… it was a bit crowded over there… here, please take this, I have brought it for you…

Priya - Come, let's eat together…

Ishan - No, no.. you please eat first… I will eat later on…

Priya - You haven't eaten anything since morning either... we are eating together, otherwise I am not going to eat...

Ishan was a bit surprised by her demanding tone, but it also made him feel good - You are something else... stubbornly insisting just like a child... alright, let's eat...

Priya - It's not stubbornness... it's just that the way you care about me, I care about you too...

Ishan smiled and said - Alright... I accept defeat...

Both sat on the bed, and Ishan spread out the newspaper, placing the food on it. Priya and Ishan sat opposite each other and began to eat. Priya was so incredibly hungry that she kept eating silently without saying a word. Eating from the same platter, their fingers brushed against each other occasionally, causing Priya to quickly pull her hand back.


Chapter 10

Ishan's gaze occasionally drifted toward Priya's face, sometimes lingering on her open hair that cascaded along her cheeks. For a fleeting second, a faint smile touched Ishan's lips, but he immediately averted his attention back to the plate. While eating, Priya could feel his intense gaze resting upon her.

Priya - What happened... Why did you stop... please eat...

Ishan - How did you like the food?

Priya - It's very good... didn't you like it?

Ishan - If you liked it, how could I possibly not enjoy it...

Now that Priya's hunger was satisfied, her anxiety about the future returned to haunt her - Where will we go from here? Where is your village?

Ishan - Have you heard of Amroha?

Priya strained her memory - Perhaps... I'm not entirely sure...

Ishan - It isn't very far from D3lh!... my village is located right near it.. though nowadays, it's less of a village and more like a small town...

Priya - What will you tell them there... about who I am?

Ishan - That is exactly what I've been thinking... I can't seem to figure it out... in fact, I feel we shouldn't go there at all...

Priya smiled slightly - Why are you afraid of your wife? Worried she might get the wrong impression...

Ishan paused for a moment and lowered his gaze - Madam... perhaps I wasn't completely open with you before... she isn't there anymore.

Priya - Then where is she? Has she gone to her parents' house?

Ishan - No... she lives only in my memories now... it has been years since she passed away, and I have never returned home since then...

Priya was completely taken aback - What!!?? But you told me...

Ishan - To me, she is still right there...

Priya stared into Ishan's eyes, where a tempest of unspoken emotions seemed to rage - How many years has it been?

Ishan - Around twenty years...

Priya was shocked - Ohhh.... twenty years! That is almost an entire lifetime... You haven't gone home since then?

Ishan - Yes... that's why I think taking you there wouldn't be right...

Priya - But Vijay said...

Ishan's voice grew a bit louder - But you tell me... what will we say when we get there... who are you to me? That I ran away with my mistress?

Priya fell completely silent, then spoke after a moment of thought - Do one thing... leave me right here and go to your home... I will manage everything alone...

Ishan - No, Madam... I didn't mean it that way... I was only thinking about your well-being...

Priya - I don't understand where I should go either... I am thinking, should I make a call to my home in Jhansi?

Ishan - Sir said that those people would have reached there as well... in my opinion, doing that won't be right...

Priya looked on the verge of tears again - Then you tell me, what should I do? This is just—

Ishan - Don't be afraid, as long as you are with me, I won't let anything happen to you... please don't cry...

Priya composed herself and began gathering the newspaper and plastic food wrappers from the bed.

Ishan - Oh, please leave all that... you just rest...

Priya - No... it's fine...

Ishan - You must be exhausted... you sleep up here on the bed... I will spread a sheet on the floor and sleep down there...

Priya - Oh no... how can you sleep on the floor... I'll sleep down there...

Ishan - Madam... please listen to me... I am used to sleeping on hard ground... I won't be able to sleep on this mattress anyway...

Priya looked at Ishan with an anxious expression. She didn't feel good about him sleeping on the floor like that, but then again, both of them sleeping together on this small double bed would have been so awkward. Reluctantly, she nodded in agreement.

A little while later, the room lights were switched off. Priya lay on the bed covered in a blanket, while Ishan lay on the floor below. Priya couldn't fall asleep; her mind kept racing with thoughts of how Vijay and Ajay must be doing right now, wondering what everyone was thinking about her. How had she ended up entangled in this mess? And the path ahead didn't look clear at all.

Priya peeked down from the bed and saw Ishan lying with his back turned toward her. He was doing so much for her, leaving everything behind without any hesitation to bring her this far. And even now, he was sacrificing his own comfort for hers. If it weren't for him, she would have fallen into those people's hands long ago.

Struggling with her thoughts, Priya finally drifted off to sleep at some point. And perhaps it was in her dreams during the night that the path ahead became a little clearer to her.

When Priya woke up, it was morning, and light was filtering into the room from outside. Priya quickly sat up. Ishan was no longer lying on the floor. She looked around the room, but he wasn't there. Priya felt a wave of panic but then went into the bathroom to freshen up for the morning.

When she came out, Ishan had magically returned and was sitting on the bed - Good morning, Madam...

Priya smiled and replied - Good morning... Where have you gone...

Ishan - I just went to get some breakfast... here, have some hot samosas and jalebis...

Priya said in a slightly complaining tone - You could have woken me up before leaving...

Ishan - I just didn't feel like waking you... you looked so peaceful while sleeping...

A shy smile appeared on Priya's face - Thank you...

She sat on the bed, picked up a jalebi, and began to eat. She had been in the same pair of clothes since yesterday and had nothing else with her. But they couldn't stay here for long.

Priya said while eating - Ishan... I've thought about it... we should go to your house...

Ishan - Madam, why don't you understand...

Priya - First of all, stop calling me Madam... if anyone hears it, it will sound so strange... you can call me Priya...

Ishan - Madam...

Priya interrupted him - There you go again...

Ishan - I will try... it might not happen all at once...

Priya - Yes... you'll have to try your best... Come on, let's just leave from here... straight to your village...

Ishan - I think we should go to D3lh!... we can hide somewhere there...

Priya - Well, let's at least get out of here first...

Ishan nodded, and a short while later, Priya threw the black burqa over her red saree once again, and they both checked out of the room. Ishan walked a bit ahead, with Priya following close behind.

As soon as they reached the hotel reception, they saw two heavily built men speaking in a loud, demanding tone to the man behind the counter.

One man showed a photo on his phone - Look closely, have you seen her?

The receptionist - No, brother, I haven't seen her... I already told you...

The man - Note down my number, and if you notice anything unusual, call me... there will be a reward...

The man turned around and glanced at Ishan, as if his face seemed somewhat familiar. Priya also looked at the man; it was the exact same guy who had been searching for her on the bus. The moment she saw him, her heart sank, and she clenched her fists tightly. She held her breath completely, fearing that he might recognize her just by the sound of her breathing.

The man gave Ishan a passing glance and walked out of the hotel. Ishan made the payment to the receptionist, and the two of them stepped outside.

Priya whispered anxiously - How did these people manage to reach here?

Ishan - I don't know, Madam...

Priya muttered in a low but annoyed voice - I told you not to call me Madam...

Ishan - Yes...

Priya - We should just head toward your house... we will be safe there...

Ishan - I feel the same way... but there...

Priya - No buts... I will handle everything there...

Ishan and Priya set off toward the bus stand once more. They boarded a bus heading toward Amroha, and this time Priya wasn't lost in her thoughts; she was highly alert, observing everything carefully from inside her burqa.

The bus soon started moving, and about two to two-and-a-half hours later, Ishan asked the conductor to stop the bus mid-route. Priya noticed that there was no proper bus station here, but this was likely the closest point to his home.

Priya and Ishan got down from the bus. Ishan spoke to a rickshaw puller nearby, and both of them climbed into the rickshaw. The rickshaw seat was quite narrow, so they sat pressed tightly against each other. The ride was extremely bumpy, and Priya felt as though she might slip off. Reaching her hand back, she tightly gripped the wooden frame of the seat.

The rickshaw puller asked - Sir... whose house are you heading to...

Ishan said quietly - To Naqvi Sahab's residence...

The rickshaw puller responded - Yes, Sir... are you a relative of theirs?

Ishan muttered under his breath - Seems like old uncle's eyesight has gone weak...

The rickshaw puller asked - Did you say something?

Ishan - No, no... please keep driving...

The rickshaw navigated through narrow, winding lanes. Most of the houses here were concrete structures, not at all like the primitive village Priya had imagined. However, the road was in terrible condition, or rather, there was no road at all. People standing outside their houses stared intently at them, and a few children ran alongside the rickshaw, reaching out to touch Priya's burqa. Ishan scolded them, chasing them away.

Within a short moment, the rickshaw came to a halt in front of a massive house. It was easily one of the largest houses in the entire area. Priya instantly felt that they might have come to the wrong place; Ishan's house couldn't possibly be this grand.

But Ishan held Priya's hand, helped her down right there, and paid the rickshaw puller. Priya began looking at the house from the outside. Large, high, sturdy walls enclosed the house from all sides, and their pale yellow color gleamed like gold in the sunlight. The main outer door was large and heavy, crafted from sturdy wood, and intricately carved with patterns.

Ishan knocked gently on the door, and it swung open on its own. Ishan took a few steps inside, and Priya followed close behind him. Stepping inside, a vast courtyard came into view. The courtyard was adorned with plants, trees, and flowers. The walls of the house featured latticed windows. Priya suddenly felt as if someone was peeking through one of the windows.

Ishan closed the front door and bolted it shut. Just then, an elderly woman stepped out into the courtyard and called out loudly - Who is it.....

Ishan - Amma ji... it's me...

The woman's steps froze the moment she saw Ishan, and her face went pale, as if she had seen a ghost. Then, composing herself, she rushed toward Ishan - Ishan.... Ishan... you're back... my son...

She clung to Ishan's chest and began weeping profusely. Hearing the commotion, two more women emerged from inside. One was slightly older, though younger than Amma ji, and the other was a very young, beautiful girl. Priya looked at each of them in turn. Her heart was pounding rapidly. She hadn't even asked Ishan about who else lived in his house.

Mom - Rubbu, look... look who has come... Ayesha, look... your uncle is here...

The young girl's name was apparently Ayesha, and she too ran eagerly toward Ishan - Chachu....

Tears were streaming down Ishan's eyes as well - Oh Ayesha... you've grown so big... How old are you now... I can barely recognize you...

Ayesha - You had completely forgotten about us, hadn't you.... just a few days ago, my nineteenth birthday passed...


Chapter 11

The two of them stood surrounding Ishan, and Amma ji was touching his face with her hands, as if trying to check whether he was real or just a dream. Perhaps no one had properly noticed Priya yet, except for the third woman.

Mom - Nadia, you should meet him too... your brother-in-law is back.

Nadia - Mom... but who is this with him...

Only then did Amma ji's attention shift to Priya, who was clad in the burqa - Yes, indeed... who is this... who have you brought along with you...

Ayesha walked over to stand near Priya and began examining her closely.

Mom - Why are you standing there silently... speak up... Ayesha, lift her burqa a bit...

Before Ayesha could lift her burqa, Priya lifted it herself, and all three of them stood staring at her beautiful, lovely, and innocent face. As the burqa moved aside, her bright red saree gleamed underneath. Nadia and Amma ji stood completely stunned, staring at Priya.

Mom said furiously - Who on earth has he brought along... she doesn't even look like she belongs to our community...

Before Ishan could say anything, his sister-in-law cut him off - Speak up... you've returned after so many years, and who is this you have picked up and brought with you...

Mom - Who is this shameless woman... this isn't some red-light district that you can just pick up anyone and bring them here...

Hearing all this, Priya kept her eyes lowered, wondering if Ishan had thought of something or if she would have to speak up herself.

Ishan - Mom, what on earth are you saying....

Mom - Then tell us... your brother will chop her to pieces and throw her away... you know how he is, don't you...

Ayesha, who was standing close to Priya and examining her minutely, chimed in - Chachu... could she perhaps be my new aunt?

Ishan quickly replied - No, no...

But interrupting him mid-sentence, Priya spoke up in a trembling voice - Yes... I am your new... aunt...

Ishan turned around with a sudden jolt and stared at Priya in sheer disbelief; he hadn't even figured out what he was going to say until now, but what on earth had Madam just blurted out.

Mom glared at Priya and then looked back at Ishan - Aunt!!! She is his aunt!! You have gone and done it again... God forbid!!!

Clutching her head in dismay, Mom sat down with a heavy thud on a cot laid out in the courtyard.

Ayesha had brought Priya inside the house, while Ishan, Amma ji, and Nadia were still outside in the courtyard, locked in a heated argument. Sitting inside, Priya couldn't hear every single word clearly, but it was obvious that both of them were incredibly upset with Ishan.

Ayesha's cheerful voice pulled Priya out of her thoughts. She had brought a glass of water for her - Here you go, Chachi jaan... please have some water...

Priya took the glass from her hands with a forced, subtle smile. The moment her fingers touched the steel glass, she realized just how violently her hands were shaking.

Ayesha noticed the trembling too - Oh... why are your hands shaking so much... is the water too cold?

Priya looked closely at Ayesha; her complexion was incredibly fair. Her plump, rosy cheeks and sweet face vividly reminded Priya of how she herself used to look at that age.

Priya asked hesitantly - What do you think they are talking about outside...

Ayesha shrugged her shoulders - I don't know... if I go out there, I'll get scolded badly... but all I care about is that you are my new aunt now...

Ayesha affectionately wrapped her arms around Priya's shoulders. If Priya had met Ayesha under any other circumstances, she would have playfully pinched her cute cheeks. But right now, her mind was riddled with deep anxiety. Still, placing her hand over Ayesha's, Priya gave her a gentle, reassuring hug.

Meanwhile, a completely different battle was raging out in the courtyard.

Mom said crossly - You didn't think about us even for a split second before doing all this again.... It would have been better if you hadn't come back at all... we would have just assumed you were dead...

Nadia intervened - Mom, what are you saying... you used to cry yourself to sleep every night repeating his name, and now that he's finally back, you are saying all this? He has just brought someone along with him, what's the big deal...

Mom snapped - Oh, so it's fine with you, is it... wait till your husband comes home, he's the one who will cause an absolute riot...

Nadia turned to Ishan - Hmmm.... Ishan, when did the wedding happen...

Ishan said in a low voice - Just about 2-3 days ago...

Nadia pressed further - And before that, between the two of you...

Mom cut in bluntly - Just ask what you actually want to ask... she wants to know if you've already slept with her or not...

Ishan glared at Mom in anger, but Nadia gestured for him to keep his calm. So many years had passed, but Nadia was still the only one in this house who truly understood him.

Nadia scolded mildly - Mom… you are too much… she is the daughter-in-law of your house now… why are you speaking about her like that...

Mom grumbled - Oh, so now I can't even speak freely in my own home… fine, at least tell me why she is wearing a red saree… did you marry her according to their traditional rituals… don't tell me this time you have converted...

Ishan pleaded - Mom, no… it's nothing like that... Why are you even thinking such things...

Mom retorted - You are capable of doing it, but we aren't even allowed to think about it...

Nadia stepped in to diffuse the tension - Ishan, don't take her words to heart… she just wants to know what the whole situation is... besides, we need to prepare ourselves before your elder brother gets back…

Ishan asked, though he likely already knew the answer - Is his temperament still the same?

Nadia sighed - Yes, of course… and now he's getting older too... honestly, he misses you a lot but never admits it… and who else is there to help him out around here anyway… I had to manage everything for Zoya and Sara's weddings all by myself…

Ishan asked a question to which he already anticipated the response - Are both of them married off?

Nadia replied - Obviously, we had absolutely no clue where you were to inform you… and how long could we wait... they were reaching marriageable age... now only Ayesha is left…

Ishan nodded quietly - Yeah... I understand...

Nadia then whispered with a knowing smirk - By the way, she looks quite young compared to you… where did you find her… did you run away with her just like last time…

Ishan lowered his gaze, completely at a loss for words.

Seeing him blush with embarrassment, Nadia laughed - Hey, it's not an issue… I don't see anything wrong with it… if you two are happy with each other, why should anyone else have a problem…

Ishan murmured softly - Yes…

Nadia reassured him - And no matter what Mom says, I know your brother won't have an issue either. After all, she has come to our house, it's not like we sent someone away… plus, now that you're back, he will be happy to have some support…

Ishan doubted - Do you really think so...

Nadia answered - Not with absolute certainty... but he can definitely be persuaded...

Ishan asked - How?

Nadia leaned in close to Ishan's ear and whispered something. As Ishan listened to her words, his eyes widened in sheer shock, and he began violently shaking his head in refusal.

Inside the house, Ayesha was busy trying to strike up a friendship with Priya. She was firing one question after another, and Priya was keeping her answers as brief as possible.

Ayesha said innocently - Your name is very beautiful…

Priya nodded subtly - Thank you…

Ayesha beamed - You can say 'thank you' to me in English too, I know a little bit of it, even if it's not perfect…

Priya asked - Oh… do you study? Are you in college?

Hearing Priya's question, Ayesha jumped at the chance to talk about herself - There isn't any college nearby, and Abbu doesn't allow me to go far… so I am just studying through correspondence right now… will you help me with my studies… let me go grab my books right away…

Before Priya could even stop her, Ayesha dashed out of the room at lightning speed. Priya smiled faintly, thinking how she used to be just as bubbly and lively when her sister-in-law first married into her family.

Just then, she saw Ishan walking in, a tense expression plastered across his face. He approached her and whispered anxiously - Madam, what on earth did you tell them outside…

Priya hushed him - Shhhh… I told you not to call me Madam anymore… that was the only way out I could think of at the moment, and besides, it's only a matter of a few days…

Ishan worried - But… we could have come up with some other excuse, couldn't we…

Priya said with a hint of irritation - You were just standing there completely silent… so I had to speak up… if you had a better idea, you should have said something...

Ishan pointed out - But now, in their eyes, you are my wife...

Priya reasoned - Did we have any other choice? I place my absolute trust in you, which is why I came all the way here with you and even gathered the courage to say all that...

Ishan sighed - You don't understand…

Priya pressed - Then make me understand…

Ishan explained - Everyone in this village highly respects my elder brother… he has immense stature and authority here...

Priya said - Which is precisely why Vijay sent me here with you, isn't it…

Ishan countered - Yes, but you entering our house like this will cause a massive scandal, bring dishonor to his name, and he will absolutely despise it...

Priya grew worried - Oh… then what…

Ishan muttered - I have no idea what will happen once he gets back... what he will say... what if he loses his temper completely and does something drastic...

Priya questioned - Why would he lose his temper like that... and what could he possibly do...

Ishan abruptly placed his hand over Priya's mouth - Shhhh, keep your voice down… I told you before… we shouldn't have come here at all...

Priya began to panic, the rough texture of Ishan's fingers pressing firmly against her lips, slightly bruising them. Sensing her discomfort, Ishan instantly caught himself and pulled his hand back away from her face.

Priya whispered - Now you tell me... what should we do...

Ishan said - I will try to handle the situation... my sister-in-law will try to help too... but...

Priya asked - But what?

Ishan suggested - I think we should slip out of here tonight itself. But until then, just agree with whatever anyone says… nobody should suspect that something is amiss...

Priya couldn't fathom why Ishan was so profoundly terrified. Biting her lip, she simply nodded in agreement.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Mom approaching. Seeing the two of them sitting so close together, Mom snapped - Why don't you just sit in his lap… you have absolutely no sense of shame or decency…

Just then, Nadia walked in as well and signaled Ishan to check if they had finished talking. Nadia then called out to Ayesha - Ayeshaaaa….. Ayeshaaaa… take your aunt inside and give her a set of your clothes… make sure they are nice ones…

Ayesha came running back, took Priya by the hand, and led her to a room on the ground floor. The paint on the bedroom walls was old, peeling off in flakes in several places. The furniture looked ancient too.

Ayesha smiled - Chachi jaan, this is my room… how do you like it?

Priya forced a polite smile - It's very nice… do you have this entire room to yourself?

Ayesha replied - Yes… after my elder sisters got married, I finally got this room all to myself…

Priya murmured - Hmmm… I see...

Ayesha kept babbling away - Chachu's room is upstairs… it has been locked up for years… I'll take you up to see it in a bit… and I have a friend named Naaz, I'll introduce you to her as well…

Ayesha was in the middle of her chatter when Nadia burst into the room - You mindless girl, you haven't taken out the clothes yet… hurry up…

Ayesha whined, annoyed - I am taking them out, Mom…

Nadia took over, opening the wardrobe herself and sorting through the clothes. She pulled out a beautiful salwar suit and held it up against Priya.

Ayesha immediately protested - Mom, not that one, that's my…

But then she glanced at Priya's face and couldn't bring herself to deny her new aunt - No, no... it's fine.. you can give it to her…

Nadia scolded gently - You're making a fuss about sharing clothes with your new aunt... besides, this fits you a bit loosely anyway, which is exactly why I picked it…

Ayesha pressed her hands against her chest, flattening her shirt - You mean to say my bust is still small… they've actually grown quite a bit compared to before… look!

Nadia exhaled deeply - Oh heavens, what am I going to do with this girl… listen to me very carefully… when Abbu gets home, you will not say a single word to him… in fact, just stay inside the room with your aunt... don't meddle in the discussions of the elders…

Ayesha agreed - Yeah fine… I am not that foolish… but why are you saying all this…

Nadia gave a playful wink - You love attending weddings, don't you… now your uncle and aunt will have a wedding ceremony right here… think about how much fun that's going to be!

Priya felt a mixture of amusement and mild irritation at Ayesha's naive chatter. She desperately wished she could travel back in time to her own innocent, carefree days. If she could, she would never repeat the grave mistakes she had made. The mere thought brought a sharp, agonizing pang to her chest, wondering how on earth her life had unraveled to bring her to this place today.

Nadia said in a sweet voice - Priya.. that is your name, right?

Priya lowered her head slightly and said - Yes…

Nadia - This girl will drive you crazy… but for now, go change your clothes quickly, and yes, hand over your red saree to me.. I will keep it safe…

Priya nodded in agreement once again.

Nadia grabbed Ayesha's hand and pulled her along - Come on now, let your aunt change her clothes… you come with me...

Nadia left the room with Ayesha, leaving Priya alone. She bolted the door from inside and sat on the bed, holding her head in her hands for a few moments. She wanted to burst into tears and cry her heart out, but it felt as though her tears had completely dried up.

She lay flat on her back on the bed for a couple of minutes. The ceiling fan was spinning overhead, making her head spin even more. She wished she had her phone so she could call Vijay. But perhaps Vijay had done the right thing by taking her phone away.

Priya composed herself and began undressing. In this unfamiliar house, it felt incredibly strange to take off her clothes. She hadn't taken a bath since yesterday morning and could smell her own sweat, but at this moment, she didn't have the courage to ask about it.

She took Ayesha's salwar suit off the hanger and, after removing her petticoat, slipped into the bottom trousers. The length was just right for her, and since it was loose, she didn't face much difficulty putting it on.

Priya then removed her blouse and started pulling Ayesha's tunic-top (kurti) over her head. The tunic got stuck tightly around her bust. Ayesha's bust was evidently a bit smaller than hers. Priya struggled with the garment, gripping it firmly and trying to pull it down with all her might.

Finally, the tunic slid down. Priya looked at herself in the mirror of the dressing table in the room; the kurti was stretched tightly across her body, making her waist look even slimmer and her curves significantly more prominent. Taking the scarf (chunni) lying on the bed, Priya tried her best to drape it and cover herself properly.

Priya tried moving her arms and felt completely restricted in the tight tunic. With every slight movement she made, her bust bounced noticeably. Ufff, she would have to walk very slowly and carefully today.

Just then, a loud knock rattled the door. Priya quickly called out - Give me two minutes…

She hurriedly gathered her saree, blouse, and petticoat from the bed, folded them neatly, and picked them up. When Priya unlocked the door, Nadia was standing there.

Nadia looked her up and down and smiled - Masha'Allah… you look absolutely stunning…

Blushing with embarrassment, Priya lowered her eyes.

Nadia pulled up Priya's dupatta from behind and covered her head with it - Just keep your head covered like this, lest someone's evil eye falls on you… come on, let's have some food…

Nadia guided Priya near the kitchen area and called out - Mom.. have you served her food…

Mom grumbled as she stepped out - Oh sure, as if managing you wasn't enough, now I've become her maid too… she enters this house acting like she's some great queen…

Mom walked away toward the outer courtyard in a huff, leaving Priya quite shaken by her sharp words.

Nadia gently patted Priya's shoulder to calm her down - You sit here, I'll bring it…

Priya sat down with great difficulty on a woven mat spread out on the floor. Sitting down made the tight suit feel even more restrictive. Nadia soon returned carrying two platters of food.

Nadia placed one platter in front of Priya - Here, take this…

Priya stared at the steel plate, which had two flatbreads (rotis), a vegetable dish, and yogurt. She wondered if the vegetable curry was vegetarian or non-vegetarian…

While she was lost in thought, Nadia whispered - Ishan already told me… don't worry… it's completely vegetarian… he thinks about you a lot… though looking at your radiant face, it's obvious why.

Priya looked at Nadia, smiled faintly, and lowered her eyes again.

Nadia chuckled - You blush a lot… the two of us will need to open up to each other quite a bit… well, it will happen gradually…

Priya looked around and asked - I don't see Ayesha… isn't she going to eat?

Nadia sighed - That girl has grown wings today… she has gone to tell all her friends about her new aunt… watch out for her, she will talk your ears off…

Priya smiled and began to eat. It was an eggplant dish, and it was actually cooked very well. At this point, however, she would have appreciated anything served to her.

Breaking the silence, Nadia asked - Where are you from, by the way?

Priya thought for a second or two and blurted out the first place that crossed her mind - From near Kanpur…

Nadia looked at her with sharp, piercing eyes, as if trying to read through her - I see… that's nice…

Gathering some courage, Priya asked - Is Ayesha your only daughter?

Nadia replied - No, she has two elder sisters, but they are already married…

Priya - Ah… so only Ayesha is left now…

Nadia - Yes, we'll marry her off too… before the reckless phase of youth takes over her head…

Priya felt a bit embarrassed by her remark, wondering if Nadia was taking an indirect jibe at her.


Chapter 12

Realizing that Priya didn't quite like the comment, Nadia laughed and smoothed it over - Until then, you manage her… technically, you are closer to her age, like a sister-in-law or an elder sister, so she will listen to you.

Priya said softly - Honestly, you don't look like a mother of three children at all…

Nadia laughed heartily - Well, my body has expanded in every direction now, but you should have seen me in my youth, I was even more beautiful than you…

Priya insisted - You are still more beautiful than me… what would your age even be right now… 35 or 36…

Nadia laughed even louder - I wish… you have a good sense of humor… I have crossed forty now… I'm like a barren land now… but you are still a blooming, lush green meadow... by the way, how old are you...

Priya felt nervous in front of Nadia and quickly answered without thinking - I just turned 26 yesterday...

The moment she said it, Priya recalled what a cursed night her birthday had turned out to be at Khushi's house. It had been just one day, but so much had transpired in that single day.

Nadia gestured dramatically with her hands - Wow... you are 26 and your husband is 42... seems like you enjoy charming men who are much older than you... by the way, couldn't you find anyone within your own community to ensnare...

Priya stared at Nadia in shock, taken aback by what she was saying. Nadia was clearly not as sweet as she initially appeared to be. Priya didn't know how to justify herself to her; after all, Vijay was also at least 10 years older than her.

Seeing Priya's fallen face, Nadia backtracked - Don't take my words to heart... you are practically the age of my daughter...

Before Priya could respond, Mom rushed in with hurried steps from outside - Oh goodness... Oh goodness... Nadia.. it seems the news has spread through the entire neighborhood...

Nadia asked - What happened, Mom...

Mom exclaimed - Yes.... I just heard it right next door... even the people living across the lane know about it... get ready... Sameer must be on his way home... an absolute storm is going to break loose today...

Nadia quickly gathered the food plates, put them away in the kitchen, and came out to tell Priya - Go... go sit in Ayesha's room... and do not come out until I call you...

Priya was thoroughly terrified, but she instantly obeyed Nadia's instructions, quickly slipping into Ayesha's room and locking the door. Her heart pounded heavily against her ribs, unable to comprehend why everyone was so desperately frightened.

A few minutes later, a man's booming, furious shout echoed through the house. Despite the heavy wooden door being closed, the harsh, authoritative voice pierced through clearly into the room. This had to be Sameer, Ishan's elder brother. Taking cover behind the window frame, Priya peeked outside.

Sameer roared - Nadiaaaa.... Mom..... where is everyone....

A man walked into the house with aggressive strides. He was slightly shorter than Ishan in height, but he possessed a very heavy, heavily built physique. His face bore faint pockmarks, and he looked to be at least 50 to 55 years old.

Sameer yelled again - Nadiaaaa.....

Nadia answered meekly - Yes.... coming...

Sameer demanded - What is this nonsense I am hearing... Ishan has returned home....

Nadia lowered her head and stammered - Yes... he...

Sameer bellowed - And none of you bothered to take the trouble to call and inform me... I have to find out from outsiders about the ridiculous circus taking place inside my own house...

Mom joined them and added fuel to the fire - I warned her... but she was the one playing his sympathizer....

Sameer snapped - Where is he.... and has he brought some woman along with him?? What kind of a slaughterhouse have you turned this home into... Ishan...

Ishan stepped out from one of the inner rooms, his gaze fixed firmly on the floor - Bhai jaan...

Sameer scolded - First of all, you return here after so many years... and you are so utterly shameless that you have dishonored the family name all over again...

Trying to offer an explanation, Ishan muttered - Bhai jaan, I didn't do anything of the sort...

Sameer cut him off fiercely - Not another syllable out of your mouth...

Nadia intervened - If you don't let him speak, how will he explain himself...

Sameer turned his fury toward Nadia - Why are you advocating for him...

Nadia reasoned gently - I am only saying that your brother has returned after ten long years... let's not repeat the same mistake... if he leaves this time, perhaps neither of you will live to see each other again...

Hearing Nadia's words, Sameer's anger didn't dissolve completely, but his voice fell silent for a few moments. Ishan attempted to speak, but Nadia signaled him to remain quiet, giving Sameer space to process the thoughts.

Changing her stance, Mom now sided with Nadia - Yes son... he has indeed come back after ten long years...

Sameer looked at Nadia and ordered - Bring out that girl he has brought along with him...

Nadia complied - I will go bring her...

Ishan tried to protest - Bhabhi....

But he fell silent again. Nadia gently pushed open the room door and called out to Priya - Listen... come outside...

Keeping her head lowered, Priya walked out alongside Nadia. By then, Sameer had seated himself on a traditional cot (khaat). The two women went and stood directly in front of Sameer, while his piercing gaze remained entirely fixed on them.

Nadia - Yes... this is her... Priya....

Hearing this name, Sameer grimaced and glared toward Ishan. He managed to suppress the harsh words that were threatening to escape his lips.

After contemplating for a brief moment, he looked toward Nadia and ordered - I will speak with Imam Sahab this very day... you begin the preparations for their Nikah... but until then, the two of them will remain completely apart...

The moment he uttered those words, a wave of sheer shock washed over Priya, and she stared frantically at Ishan and then at Nadia. Both of them kept their heads lowered. What on earth was Sameer talking about? A Nikah! And that too, between her and Ishan!

Priya opened her mouth to speak, looking toward Sameer, but by then he had already stood up, clasped his hands behind his back, and begun walking out of the house.


Dinner was over, and Priya and Ayesha were sitting together on the bed in Ayesha's room. Ever since the afternoon, Priya hadn't been able to find a single quiet minute to speak with Ishan in private. Ishan's elder brother, Sameer, had simply handed down his absolute decree and left, completely oblivious to the chaotic storm raging inside Priya.

Ayesha's cheerful voice pulled Priya back to reality - Chachi, you won't believe how happy I am that you're here... you must sleep in my room with me every single night from now on...

Priya hadn't even been in their house for twenty-four hours yet, and this girl was already completely fond of her.

Priya muttered - Hmmm... yeah...

Ayesha asked - Do you always talk this little, or is it just with me...

Priya smiled faintly - No, just with you...

Ayesha pouted, but seeing Priya's smile widened, she chuckled - You're just pulling my leg, aren't you...

Priya laughed - Ha ha ha, you are very sweet... anyway, let's go to sleep now if you're done talking...

Ayesha beamed - Yes, Chachi… how could I ever say no to you...

Ayesha stood up, took a padlock, and began locking her bedroom door from the inside. Priya found this behavior a bit strange - Why.... why are you putting a padlock on the door?

Ayesha shrugged - Mom tells me to... she says I must always sleep with the door padlocked... if I ever forget, she scolds me terribly... you should ask her yourself why she makes me do this...

Priya replied - Alright, fine... I will ask her...

Priya watched intently to see exactly where Ayesha was placing the padlock key. Ishan had mentioned that they would have to slip out tonight. After everything that had transpired during the day, she wanted nothing more than to escape this place. Whatever happened next, they would handle it once they were out.

Ayesha switched off the room lights and lay down on the bed. Priya lay down right beside her. But sleep was miles away from her. Aside from her racing thoughts, Ayesha's tight tunic-top was making it incredibly suffocating and uncomfortable to lie down peacefully.

A little while later, Ishan crept downstairs on tiptoe and headed toward Ayesha's room, but he abruptly froze when he saw his elder brother, Sameer, standing right there. Sameer was peeking inside through the window of Ayesha's room.

Noticing Ishan's approach, Sameer clasped his hands behind his back, began pacing around, and then looked toward Ishan - Ishan... where are you sleeping tonight...

Ishan stammered - Bhai jaan, actually... I opened my room but it's very dusty and suffocating inside right now... so I thought I would just sleep down here...

Sameer replied - I see... you go sleep in Mom’s room tonight... clean your own room tomorrow...

Ishan asked hesitantly - And what are you doing down here... you usually sleep upstairs, don't you...

Averting his gaze, Sameer said - Yes, well... I came down to consult with Mom about who we should invite to the Nikah...

Ishan said in a hushed, nervous voice - Bhai jaan, can I say something... please don't take it amiss...

Seeing his hesitant expression, Sameer grew even more stern - Speak... are you still this easily frightened...

Ishan muttered - It's just... well... I was saying, what is the need for this Nikah... Bhabhi must have explained everything to you...

Sameer countered sharply - Look... I will be completely direct with you... I do not trust you. First of all, I have no idea where you ran away with this girl from... whether you are actually married or not... and even if you are, under what sort of rituals... besides, we have a certain reputation and honor to maintain in this village...

Trying to gather some courage, Ishan argued - But Bhai jaan... performing a Nikah all over again wouldn't be right either...

Glaring at him, Sameer snapped - Are you going to lecture me now on what is right and what is wrong...

Ishan backed down - No, Bhai jaan... I just meant...

Sameer stated bluntly - Look... this girl cannot stay in this house without a valid Nikah, it is forbidden—haram. If you have any objection to marrying her, then I will have to perform the Nikah with her myself...

Ishan snapped his head up, staring at Sameer in absolute shock, and quickly blurted out - No, no, Bhai jaan... it's nothing like that... I have absolutely no objection to performing the Nikah...

Sameer grunted - Hmmm... fine... elder sister is arriving tomorrow... and I have already spoken with Imam Sahab... we will arrange everything three days from now, on Friday...

Ishan was stunned - So soon??

Sameer sneered - My boy, are you not in a hurry? Unless... have the two of you already established physical relations...

Ishan frantically waved his hands in denial - No, Bhai jaan... nothing of the sort at all...

Sameer grimaced - Hmmm... fine, we will talk more tomorrow... go to sleep now...

Sameer turned around and walked up the stairs. The moment he went upstairs, Ishan laid out a traditional woven cot (khaat) in the sitting area just outside the room and lay down. He, too, was far from falling asleep with so much weighing on his mind. Gradually, the silence of the night deepened, broken only by the distant barking of stray dogs outside.

He might have drifted off to sleep after a while, but he suddenly heard a faint, persistent whispering sound calling out to him - psst... psst... psst...

Ishan looked toward the room and spotted Priya peeking through the window mesh. He instantly stood up and walked over to her - Madam... What's the matter...

Priya said in a very low whisper - Shh... keep your voice down.. someone might wake up... you said it yourself, right... we have to leave from here tonight...

Ishan worried - Yes, Madam... but at this hour... it will be pitch black outside... and we won't find any buses at this time... I couldn't even manage to arrange a motorcycle...

Looking at him, Priya pleaded desperately - It doesn't matter... we will walk... let's just get out of here first...

Ishan relented - Alright, Madam... as you wish...

Ishan moved to open the door, but it was padlocked from the inside. Priya gestured for him to wait and began frantically searching for the key in the dark. Finding the key, she quietly unlocked the padlock and then slid open the inside door latch.

Priya stepped out, and Ishan stood right in front of her. Priya's heart was hammering violently against her ribs out of sheer terror, and she could tell Ishan was just as terrified. Ishan gave a subtle nod, silently asking if she was completely ready. Priya nodded back resolutely.

Both of them stepped carefully through the sitting area on tiptoe, moving aside the hanging bamboo curtains to slip into the outer courtyard, and then made their way toward the main entrance. Ishan quietly unlocked the padlock and stepped out, with Priya following directly behind him. Ishan then pulled the heavy door shut from the outside.


Chapter 13

They began walking briskly through the pitch darkness. The eerie silence of the night only amplified Priya's growing anxiety. They successfully crossed one lane, and then a second one. But suddenly, a pack of stray dogs appeared right in front of them. Spotting Priya and Ishan, the dogs began barking fiercely and lunged aggressively toward them.

Terrified to her core, Priya let out a muffled shriek and instinctively threw her arms around Ishan, clinging to him for safety. The sudden, frantic movement caused a sharp riiiip sound to echo through the air—the seam of her tight tunic-top had split completely open down one side. Ishan held her securely against him, his hands resting protectively on her waist to steady her.

Priya instantly pulled her hands away from Ishan's neck and took a sharp step back, her hand darting to her side. Through the torn fabric of the kurti, she could directly feel the exposed strap of her brassiere.

Ishan lunged forward to chase the dogs away, but the intense commotion had already started waking the neighbors, and voices began echoing from the nearby houses.

Ishan whispered urgently - Madam... we need to push past them and get out of here quickly... Don't be afraid...

Priya said in a panicked, breathless voice - No, Ishan... my clothes are completely torn... we have to go back...

A loud voice called out from inside one of the houses - Who is out there...

Fearing discovery, Ishan said nervously - Let's get back inside quickly then...

Before anyone could come out to investigate, the two of them bolted back toward the house, with two or three dogs snapping closely at their heels. Within moments, they cut back into their lane and stood panting outside Ishan's front door. Ishan gently pushed the door open, and they slipped back inside, where the house was still completely silent.

A look of profound disappointment and helplessness was plastered across Priya's face. Ishan quietly bolted the main door shut, and they walked back toward the sitting area.

Ishan muttered softly - I am so sorry, Madam...

Priya kept her eyes glued to the floor - No... how is this your fault... I should get back to the room before anyone else wakes up...

Priya slipped into Ayesha's room, quickly latching the door and securing the padlock from inside. Ishan stood outside in the sitting area, still listening to the distant, chaotic barking of the dogs outside. Escaping tonight had proven utterly impossible, and if his elder brother found out even a shred of this, a total catastrophe would break loose.

The next morning, Priya woke up to the sound of Ayesha shrieking in surprise - Chachi... what on earth happened... how did your kurti tear like this...

Rubbing her eyes, Priya looked at Ayesha sleepily - Ohhh.... I have no idea... maybe it was just a bit too tight...

Hearing Ayesha's loud exclamation, Nadia's voice called out from the courtyard - Ayeshaaaa... what's wrong...

Ayesha immediately got up to unlock the door, and the moment it swung open, she blurted out to her mother - Mom... look, Chachi's kurti is completely torn open...

Nadia looked taken aback - Wait, what... it tore... how on earth...

Nadia stepped into the room to examine Priya; sure enough, the tunic was split wide open down the side. Feeling Nadia's sharp gaze resting on her exposed waist, Priya instinctively tried to cover herself.

Nadia turned to Ayesha - Go on, step outside... I will handle this... hurry up and take a bath, your aunt is going to arrive shortly...

Ayesha wrinkled her nose in distaste - Phupho!!! Why is she coming here so early in the morning...

Nadia replied - Didn't I tell you yesterday... it's for your uncle and aunt's wedding ceremonies...

Ayesha groaned - Oh right.... hmmm... can I sleep for just a little bit longer?

Nadia warned - Trust me, if she catches you looking like a mess, you know exactly what kind of a storm she will unleash...

Reluctantly, Ayesha shuffled out of the room, and Nadia's attention shifted right back to Priya.

Nadia teased with a knowing smile - What happened... did my brother-in-law sneak into the room last night...

Blushing with sheer embarrassment, Priya stammered - No.... I don't know how it happened... it felt incredibly restrictive and tight even yesterday...

Nadia noted - Hmmm... well, your bust is definitely much more well-endowed than Ayesha's... but for a kurti to rip like that.... anyway, don't worry about it. For now, I'll give you one of my tunics, it will fit you much looser. Later, I'll loosen up a few of Ayesha's outfits... or better yet, we can visit the local tailor...

Priya murmured softly - Yes...

Nadia corrected her immediately - You should start practicing saying 'Yes, Bhabhi' now...

Priya hesitated before speaking - Bhabhi... actually, I... I really need to take a bath...

Priya felt extremely self-conscious admitting it, but she hadn't bathed in two whole days. The relentless dust from the journey, combined with the nervous sweat, had left her feeling thoroughly miserable and sticky.

Nadia agreed readily - Yes, of course... let me fetch a fresh towel and clothes, and then I'll take you over to the washroom...

Priya sat up on the bed and wrapped a smooth, woven bedspread tightly around herself to cover her torn clothes. Through the mesh window, she caught a glimpse of Ishan standing outside, looking around tensely.

Just then, Mom's loud voice echoed - Iqbaaal... why are you just standing around out there... go see if your brother needs any help with the chores...

Ishan replied - Yes, Mom...

Mom questioned - And Nadiaaa... did you not lock the main entrance last night? Sameer was grumbling about it first thing this morning...

Nadia's voice called back from the kitchen area - Mom, I locked it securely myself...

Mom grumbled - Oh, so what, a ghost came and opened it then...

Ishan's face disappeared from the window, and Priya's expression fell entirely. Their desperate escape attempt last night had failed miserably, and now, with even more relatives arriving, slipping away was becoming completely impossible. She knew she had to convince Ishan to find a way to get word to Vijay at all costs.

A moment later, Nadia walked back into the room - Honestly, I don't know what that girl does with her things... anyway, Priya, come along... let me guide you...

Nodding softly, Priya got up from the bed, keeping the bedspread securely draped over her shoulders.

Nadia stopped her - Oh... why are you carrying that heavy sheet into the washroom... just leave it here...

Priya protested self-consciously - But... My kurti is...

Nadia dismissed her concerns - There is absolutely nothing to worry about... your brother-in-law and Ishan have both stepped out of the house... and besides, why would you ever feel shy around Ishan anyway...

Priya forced a nervous, fragile smile onto her face. Nadia led her out into the courtyard, where an old brick outhouse stood in the corner, featuring two separate doors. The brick walls were bare and unplastered.

Nadia pointed to the doors - This one is for bathing, and the other one is for the toilet... here are your clothes and a towel. When you step out, make sure your head is properly covered...

Priya murmured - Yes...

Nadia corrected her playfully once more - Yes, Bhabhi! Well, no matter, in two days you will officially become my sister-in-law anyway...

Priya lowered her eyes and stepped inside the bathing area. The structure lacked a proper ceiling, opening directly to the sky, which made Priya feel incredibly exposed and uncomfortable. Inside, a weathered plastic bucket and a plastic mug sat on the damp floor.


Chapter 14

Priya turned the tap and began filling the bucket with water. Looking upward, she could see nothing but the open sky. The walls were quite high, preventing her from seeing the upper floor of the house. This brought her a sense of relief, reassuring her that no one would be able to peer in from above either. Hesitantly, she began undressing, layer by layer. The tunic tore even further as she struggled to pull it off. Next went the bottom trousers, then her brassiere, and finally, her underwear.

Everything felt incredibly unhygienic to Priya; she was simply not accustomed to using a bathroom like this. But what other alternative did she have? Taking a deep breath, she lifted the plastic mug and poured the water over her face. It was freezing cold, causing her to shudder violently, but she quickly scooped up another mugful and poured it over herself. Spotting a bar of soap nearby, she picked it up and began rubbing it over her body. She desperately wanted to scrub away all the accumulated grime from yesterday.

Closing her eyes tightly, she poured one mug after another over her body. Gradually, she began to feel a bit better. After bathing, she used a thin towel to dry herself off and then began slipping into the clothes Nadia had provided. The undergarments were quite worn out, evidently not new. The mere thought sent a wave of disgust through Priya. Left with no choice, she reluctantly put them on, followed by Nadia's loose-fitting tunic and bottom trousers.

Priya covered her head with the towel and pushed open the washroom door. She walked quickly back toward Ayesha's room. Mom was seated out in the courtyard and glared intently at Priya as she passed. Ignoring her gaze, Priya hurried inside the house.

Nadia was sitting in Ayesha's room, loosening the stitches of a tunic - There you are... were you able to bathe properly...

Priya - Yes.. Thank you, Nadia.....

Addressing her as 'Bhabhi' felt incredibly strange to her tongue. Did calling her sister-in-law imply that she was accepting Ishan as her husband?

Nadia smiled warmly - That's more like it... go on, dry your hair and comb it... then come outside to the kitchen area for breakfast...

The moment Nadia left the room, Priya began drying her hair with the towel and then ran a comb through it. A little while later, she made her way out toward the kitchen area. Nadia had already laid out breakfast for everyone. Mom and Ayesha were already seated there.

Ayesha grumbled - Mom... Aunt hasn't arrived yet... you told me she would be here any minute...

Nadia replied - She will be here... why are you getting so impatient...

Ayesha insisted - No... just let me know when she arrives so I can slip out to my friend's place...

Nadia scolded mildly - Leaving your new aunt all by herself here? Besides, she won't be here until evening... I only told you that to get you out of bed... right now, I have to take your aunt to Uncle Nadeem's place and get some clothes sorted out for her...

Ayesha chirped excitedly - Can I come along with you too...

Nadia questioned - What will you do coming along...

Ayesha pleaded - Mom... please let me come along too... please...

Nadia relented - Oh alright, fine... Mom... I need to take her to the market for a bit to get some clothes arranged...

Mom took an indirect jibe, remarking sarcastically - Sure, take her... she walked into this house practically bare-handed, so now it falls upon us to clothe her too...

Hearing this made Priya feel deeply humiliated, but she kept her head down and silently continued eating her food.

Mom added - Listen.... everyone out there is going to ask what her name is... what will you tell them? You better be prepared for the evening too... ensure her name doesn't end up triggering a massive public scandal...

Nadia thought for a moment and suggested - A name.... how about Shabnam...

Ayesha grimaced - Yuck, what an awful, old-fashioned name...

Nadia asked - Then what else?

Ayesha suggested brightly - Sufeena... how does that sound...

Mom smirked - Well girl, you certainly come up with some incredibly fancy names...

Priya felt deeply uncomfortable witnessing them casually discussing changing her identity right in front of her, without anyone even bothering to ask for her input.

Reading the distress on Priya's face, Nadia reassured her gently - Don't worry, Priya.... this is strictly for the outsiders... we will continue to call you Priya inside the house...

Priya nodded subtly - Yes, Bhabhi...

Once breakfast was finished, Ayesha and Nadia went to get dressed, and a short while later, Nadia walked downstairs carrying a cloth bag. Priya was sitting on a chair, deep in thought, when she suddenly sensed Nadia and Mom standing directly behind her.

Nadia called out - Come along, Priya.... let's go... (and then, glaring toward Ayesha's room, she shouted) how much longer are you going to take to doll up... it's not your wedding...

Ayesha called back - Coming, Mom....

Ayesha emerged from the room wearing a strikingly vibrant red salwar suit. The moment Mom saw her, she yelled out - Look at her... she looks as if she's the one heading to her own wedding... Nadia, watch out, sister... you are taking two young, attractive women out with you...

Nadia reassured her - Don't worry, Mom... I'll be back in just a little while...

Nadia playfully tapped Ayesha on the cheek and then led the two of them out of the house. In the bright daylight, the lanes of the village were visible with stark clarity to Priya. An open, drain-like sewer ran along both sides of the narrow lane, and litter was scattered everywhere. Passersby stared intently at Priya, prompting her to pull her scarf up to cover her face. A few locals exchanged holy greetings with Nadia, and she politely acknowledged them with an aadab as they kept moving forward.

A massive grin was plastered across Ayesha's face as she tightly held onto her aunt's hand. She kept continuously pointing out different places and explaining them to Priya. They eventually passed right by the intersection from where Priya and Ishan had been forced to turn back last night.

After navigating through two more lanes, a small, bustling market area opened up. The moment they entered the market, Nadia stepped into a tailor's shop, with Ayesha and Priya following closely behind her. Inside sat an elderly man wearing a traditional white skullcap; this was evidently Uncle Nadeem.

Nadia greeted politely - Uncle, peace be upon you (Salam walekum)...

Nadeem replied - And upon you be at peace (Walekum)... is everything well, Nadia child...

Nadia answered - Yes.. everything is perfectly fine...

Nadeem glanced past her shoulder toward Ayesha and Priya, and then turned back to Nadia - I heard Ishan has returned home...

Nadia muttered - Yes...

Nadeem fixated his gaze on Priya - And I heard he brought someone along with him...

Nadia deflected smoothly - Oh no, Uncle... People are just spreading baseless rumors for no reason... actually, my distant cousin arrived yesterday as well... that's why...

Nadeem murmured - Ah, I see, I see... so this is your distant cousin... what is your name, child?

Nadia cut in quickly - Yes... her name is Sup... emmm.. Sufeena...

Nadeem smiled - Sufeena... that is a very beautiful name...

Priya nodded subtly and murmured a soft "Thank you."

Nadeem asked - So, what brings you to the shop today...

Nadia explained - Here are a few outfits... we just need to alter them to fit Sufeena's measurements... they are brand new... they just need to be tailored to her size...

Nadeem began pulling the clothes out of the bag - Yes, yes, why not... oh, isn't this your bridal lehenga...

Nadia laughed - Your eyesight is still incredibly sharp...

A massive grin spread across Nadeem's face - I never forget the clothes I've stitched myself... come inside here, child, let me take your measurements...

Nadeem lifted a wooden partition, and Priya stepped inside behind the counter.

Ayesha - Mom... Naaz is standing outside... Let me go talk to her for a minute...

Nadia - Yeah, let's go... I needed to ask her something too... Uncle, I'll be back in two minutes...

Priya was left all alone inside, and Nadeem approached from the other side with his measuring tape. Smiling, he came close to Priya and began taking her measurements one by one. The neck, the shoulders, the width of her arms, the length of her hands... and just then, the sleeve of Priya's kurti slid up a little, revealing the sacred thread tied around her wrist. Nadeem’s eyes darted straight to it.

Priya panicked instantly, but Nadeem didn't say anything about it - Child... raise your hands a bit... I need to take a chest measurement...

Priya raised her arms, and Nadeem, holding one end of the tape, reached around behind her back and brought the other end forward. He then pressed the tape flat against her back, pulled it tight across her bust, and squeezed firmly to take the measurement.

As he did this, a soft gasp escaped Priya's lips, and a sinister grin crept onto Nadeem's face - Thirty-four... a very fine size...

Just then, Nadia walked back into the shop - Uncle... is it all done...

Nadeem - Yes, child... almost done...

Under the pretext of taking the final measurement, Nadeem bent down and lightly brushed his hand against Priya's legs. Priya flinched violently at his touch.

Nadeem acted innocent - What happened, child... is everything alright...

Priya - Yes... it's nothing... I think there was an ant down there...

Nadeem - Yes, there have been a lot of ants around lately... Nadia child... when do you need all of this by...

Nadia - Give me two or three of these by tonight, and the rest by tomorrow...

Uncle Nadeem protested - Oh, how can it happen so quickly...

Nadia - I don't know about that. If you insist, I can send him over to talk to you...

Uncle Nadeem panicked - Oh no, child... Why bring Sameer Miyan into this... I'll get it done today itself...

Nadia - Alright then... Come along, Sufeena... Goodbye, Uncle...

The two of them stepped down from the shop, but Priya realized that the red thread on her wrist was a dead giveaway of her true identity. She quietly began picking at the thread with her fingernails until it broke, and then discreetly dropped it somewhere in the market.

Priya noticed Ayesha was nowhere to be seen - Where did Ayesha go...

Nadia sighed deeply - Ugh, what can I say about that girl... she ran into her friend Shehnaaz—they call her Naaz—so now she's wandering around the market with her...

Priya - Where are we heading now?

Nadia - To buy undergarments for you... I didn't have any new ones to give you this morning...

Priya blushed furiously - It's fine...

Nadia countered - One shouldn't wear someone else's undergarments... Come along...

Guiding her through the crowded market lanes, Nadia led her to a shop where two men were seated—one older and one quite young. The shop was filled with bras and panties hanging on display or stacked below. Priya was so overwhelmed with embarrassment that she couldn't bring herself to look up. Before her marriage, her sister-in-law used to handle this shopping for her, and after marriage, Ajay would get them, or she'd pick them up from a mall. This was the very first time she was forced to buy things from an open shop like this.


Nadia seemed to know these shopkeepers quite well too, but Priya had completely tuned out everything around her. The shopkeeper kept eyeing Priya intently while pulling out one bra and panty after another from the shelves.

Nadia looked at Priya and asked - How is this one....

Priya could barely find her voice. She whispered softly - Whatever you think is best...

Nadia remarked - It looks like the good stock hasn't arrived from the city yet...

The shopkeeper replied - Sister... who even demands high-end things around here anyway...

Nadia decided - Alright, fine, just pack all of these... make sure you give me a fair price...

The shopkeeper smiled - You just take them along... we can settle the account later...

Nadia insisted - No... I'll clear the account right now before leaving...

Nadia paid for the undergarments, and carrying the packages, they began walking back toward the house. On the way, Nadia leaned in close to Priya and murmured softly - Look... your Nikah is just two days away... if you need anything else, just tell me...

Hearing this made Priya feel incredibly nauseous - No... nothing else at all...

Nadia listed - Makeup.... lipstick... powder... hair oil... I already have all of that at home. We'll arrange the jewelry from the house too. As for the rest, your brother-in-law and Ishan will handle it—the food, the decorations... and everything else...

Priya's heart sank deeper and deeper; the wedding preparations were moving forward at full throttle - Yes....

Nadia glanced at her - What's the matter... you don't look happy...

Priya stammered - No, it's just that....

Nadia reasoned - Are you missing your family? Look, since you eloped, they obviously won't accept things right away... but once you get married and have a child... you can go back to them and seek their forgiveness. Once they see their grandson or granddaughter, they will accept everything...

The mere mention of a child made Priya even more distressed. Lost in anxious thoughts about her future, she somehow made it back to the house. Nadia left her alone and got busy with the remaining household chores. A little while later, Ayesha returned home and began chatting away with Priya.

But as overwhelmed as Priya was right now, she had absolutely no inkling of the new storm that was about to arrive in the evening in the form of 'Khala (Aunty).'

As evening approached, everyone in the house got busy cleaning the place at a frantic pace. Priya helped out as much as she could. Ayesha had given her a brief brief on Khala (Aunty)—she was her father’s younger sister, but older than Ishan. She lived in a neighboring village, and Mom had sent word to her about Ishan's return first thing in the morning. Out of fear of her temper, the family hadn't disclosed too many details to her.


Chapter 15

As night fell, Priya's anxiety peaked once again. She was sitting in the outer room when the front door was thrown open with a loud rattle, and an elderly woman marched inside with aggressive strides. This was Ayesha's aunt, Khala (Aunty). Following closely behind her was Ishan, carrying her heavy luggage into the house.

Khala (Aunty)'s face was contorted with absolute rage. She cast a sharp, piercing glare at Priya as she crossed the sitting room and marched straight into Mom's bedroom. Within moments, the loud sounds of dramatic wailing and furious shouting echoed from inside. Priya was thoroughly terrified, but Nadia came downstairs, gently took her by the hand, and guided her safely into Ayesha's room.

A little while later, Khala (Aunty) stepped out of the bedroom, snapping - Well done, Nadia bhabhi, well done... the moment Ishan returns, you immediately bring your own sister here to marry him off...

Nadia was taken aback. She had instructed Mom to tell everyone the cover story about Priya being a distant cousin, but she hadn't anticipated that Mom would feed the same fabricated story to her own daughter as well.

Nadia stammered - Yes, Sister... actually....

Khala (Aunty) barked - Don't try to spin your tales to me... what was the absolute emergency... I could have found far better matches for Ishan. If he desperately wanted to marry a young girl, my own niece just turned 18... your sister looks to be at least 22 or 23...

Nadia tried to de-escalate - Please calm down... let me fetch you some refreshment...

Khala (Aunty) sneered - Go serve refreshment to your sister... We only came here to face humiliation. We are here strictly for Mom's sake, lest you and your sister throw her out of her own house...

Khala (Aunty) threw herself onto a chair in a huff. Ayesha brought over a glass of lemonade and handed it to her, which she begrudgingly accepted. She then fixated her sharp gaze onto Ayesha.

Khala (Aunty) remarked - She has come of age too... she's in her twentieth year now. You better arrange her marriage into our family... or do you plan on shipping her off to your maternal home as well...

Nadia placated - Whatever you say, Sister... she is your child after all...

Ayesha snapped back, annoyed - I don't want to get married right now... I'm way too young... I want to pursue my studies...

This infuriated Khala (Aunty) even further - Look at how she's been tutored to spit fire at her own aunt... she was never like this before...

Nadia intervened sharply - Ayesha... go inside... sit with Sufeena... Sister, please don't lose your temper... everything will be done exactly as you wish...

Nadia spent a considerable amount of time calming Khala (Aunty) down. Her anger gradually receded, though it didn't vanish completely. To keep Priya out of her line of fire, Nadia discreetly had Ayesha deliver Priya's dinner directly to her bedroom.

However, Khala (Aunty) noticed the absence - Your sister seems to be maintaining strict purdah... she hasn't stepped out of the room at all... it's not like I'm going to eat her alive...

Nadia covered - No, it's just that she's feeling a bit under the weather...

Khala (Aunty) scoffed - Oh sure, the moment we arrive, she mysteriously falls ill... Ishan's first wife was far better. Even though she wasn't from our community, she at least knew how to converse respectfully...

Nadia noticed that Ishan had overheard this remark and silently slipped away toward the terrace. Watching him leave, Nadia said softly - Sister, it would be better if we don't bring up her mention...

Khala (Aunty) gestured dismissively - Fine... do as you think best... but as you promised, everything else will be conducted according to my terms...

Nadia nodded - Yes...

Khala (Aunty) declared - Hmmm.... then let's do this... inform the neighborhood women... Tomorrow morning, we will first perform the Doodh Duhai (milking ceremony), followed by the Garam Sikai (warm therapy ritual) later on...

Nadia grimaced upon hearing this - Sister, those rituals are incredibly outdated... is it absolutely mandatory to perform them...

Khala (Aunty) countered - Oh please... What is old or new about it? I am only asking for two rituals to be performed, not the entire list... Mom, you speak up...

Mom grumbled sourly - Who even listens to me... do whatever you like...

Nadia argued - People don't practice these things anymore...

Mom corrected her - Why, just a few months ago, the neighbor's daughter-in-law performed it...

Khala (Aunty) concluded - Look, Nadia... he eloped with the first one... at least let us fulfill our desires and traditions with the second one. Otherwise, you'll completely forget the village customs...

Nadia realized she wasn't going to win this argument. Explaining all of this to Priya was going to be incredibly difficult, but she figured it was best to keep her in the dark for the time being.

That night, Khala (Aunty) slept on a woven cot placed right outside Ayesha's bedroom door, making it completely impossible for Ishan and Priya to even dream of escaping.

The next morning, everyone woke up early, and the house was bustling with frantic activity.

Nadia walked into Ayesha's room carrying a dress - Sufeena... Here, take this...

Priya was caught off guard hearing her address her as Sufeena, but Nadia whispered reassuringly - I am trying to call you by this name for the next day or two so that I don't slip off the tongue in front of anyone... go wash up quickly and get ready... and put this on...

Priya asked hesitantly, a knot of fear tightening in her stomach - Is... is there something special happening today...

Nadia replied - Yes... there are a few village wedding customs... we need to fulfill them...

Priya questioned - What kind of customs?

Nadia dismissed gently - I will explain everything to you... for now, just go get ready...

Priya took the clothes and headed to the washroom, bathing much quicker than the previous day. She emerged wearing a soft pink salwar suit that, thanks to the tailor's swift alterations, fit her perfectly, accentuating her figure elegantly.

Nadia was waiting in the room. She began putting a pair of heavy earrings on Priya and placed a traditional necklace around her neck. She was fixing her hair when Khala (Aunty) suddenly walked into the room, staring intently at Priya. Nadia quickly pulled up the scarf to cover Priya's head.

Khala (Aunty) remarked - Hmmm... so both sisters are in here....

Nadia answered - Yes, Sister... we'll be ready to leave in about 10 to 15 minutes...

Khala (Aunty) examined Priya with a critical eye - Hmm... Well, I must admit, you are exceptionally beautiful... your face has a distinct radiance...

Hearing this, Priya looked down in extreme modesty.

Khala (Aunty) questioned - But I've never seen her before... and Nadia... What kind of custom is this to bring her to the groom's house even before the Nikah? You people are becoming far too modern in your thinking...

Nadia covered up smoothly - Well, Sister... the poor girl has been through a massive tragedy recently... her father passed away... and her stepmother subjected her to terrible atrocities. She eventually threw her out of the house entirely... so I brought her here. And by a stroke of absolute luck, the very day she stepped into this house, Ishan returned as well. That's when I decided that her Nikah must happen with Ishan...

Khala (Aunty) placed a hand over her mouth, visibly moved by the tragic tale - Oh, poor child... forgive me... you have indeed suffered terribly.... Well, thank goodness Ishan returned, otherwise you would have ended up becoming Ayesha's stepmother instead of her aunt... isn't that right, Nadia...

Nadia forced a polite smile onto her face - Yes...

Khala (Aunty) urged - Alright, let's go then... if you are fully ready...

Nadia requested - Just two more minutes...

The moment Khala (Aunty) stepped outside, Nadia whispered urgently to Priya - Priya... just do exactly as I say... do not panic.... it might feel a bit unusual, but there is absolutely nothing to be afraid of... just trust me... alright...

Priya murmured nervously - Yes... as you say...

Nadia guided Priya out into the courtyard, where Mom and Khala (Aunty) were already waiting. Ayesha was dressed up too, but noticing her, Nadia said firmly - Ayesha... I told you last night, you cannot come along... only married women are permitted to attend this...

Ayesha stomped her foot in a tantrum - Mom, that is so unfair...

Khala (Aunty) chuckled - Let her come along... she will learn a thing or two...

Nadia insisted - No... it's better if she stays back...

For perhaps the very first time, Ayesha found her aunt more reasonable than her own mother, but feeling completely helpless, she stormed back into her room and slammed the door shut.

Nadia turned to the others - Never mind, let's go... I'll placate her later...

As they stepped outside the main entrance, four or five neighborhood women joined their group. Just then, Nadia's eldest daughter, Zoya, arrived, stepping down from a cycle-rickshaw. Nadia grimaced slightly upon seeing her; she clearly hadn't wanted Zoya to arrive this early.

Khala (Aunty) mocked - Look who made it so early… and where is the younger one…

Nadia answered - She won't be able to travel… she's heavily pregnant… in her final month…

Khala (Aunty) cracked a crude joke - Excellent… a child within nine months of marriage… looks like the groom rode his horse thoroughly on the very first night..

Zoya quickly dropped her bags inside the house and joined the group of women walking down the lane. She and her mother were continuously whispering back and forth along the way. Soon, the group came to a halt in front of a small, weathered, ancient mosque.

Khala (Aunty) asked - Is this the Mullah's mosque…

Mom chimed in - Don't you remember...

Khala (Aunty) replied - It's not like I visit this place every day... I'm returning after so many years...

Nadia navigated through the crowd and spoke to a local caretaker standing nearby. She then signaled the women to follow her as they walked toward the rear courtyard of the compound. Tied to a wooden post in the back stood a massive, sturdy donkey.

Priya was completely bewildered, unable to comprehend why they had brought her here or what was about to happen. But a deep sense of unease washed over her.

Khala (Aunty) commanded - Come on, Bride.. now you go ahead and milk this donkey..

Priya stared blankly, utterly confused by the bizarre instruction - What.. what am I supposed to do?

Khala (Aunty) clarified crudely - You have to draw the milk out of this donkey…

Nadia stepped close to Priya and placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder - Sufeena… about this donkey… emmm… you need to stroke its member to make it release its froth….

Hearing this outrageous demand, Priya recoiled in absolute horror and tried to bolt, but Nadia gripped her firmly. Shaking violently, Priya gasped - What… What did you just say?

Khala (Aunty) snapped - Are you deaf...

Nadia held one of her hands securely, while her daughter Zoya grabbed her other arm to ensure she couldn't break free and run away - Sufeena, listen to me… nothing will happen… you just have to stimulate it a little bit, and it will release its fluids very quickly…

Priya pulled against their grip with all her might, losing her balance and falling backward onto the dirt floor. She was hyperventilating, paralyzed with sheer terror. She desperately wanted to flee, but her legs felt entirely frozen under the weight of the shock.

Khala (Aunty) scoffed, thoroughly annoyed - Oh, why make such a massive fuss… after the wedding, you'll be handling your husband's member anyway… and if you can't perform this ritual, there is an alternative method...

Priya snapped her head up, asking frantically - What alternative method...

Khala (Aunty) stated flatly - You can step inside the mosque and stroke the Mullah's member instead...

Nadia shot a fierce glare at Khala (Aunty), silently ordering her to shut her mouth. But Priya's eyes were already wide with absolute dread.

The neighborhood women began whispering among themselves - Oh dear... it's far better to just handle the donkey's member than to go inside...

Nadia locked eyes with Priya and, maintaining a calm, gentle demeanor, took her by the hand and hoisted her up from the ground. She slowly guided Priya back toward the animal. Priya tried to pull back, but Zoya stood directly behind her, physically blocking her retreat.

Nadia coaxed - Sufeena... it's just a matter of two minutes... it'll be over before you know it..

Gripping Priya's hand, Nadia forced her to bend down slightly and guided her palm toward the donkey's exposed member. Realizing there was absolutely no escape, Priya shut her eyes tightly in sheer humiliation and terror.

Her fingers brushed against a sleek, warm surface, and she heard the animal grunt loudly. She instinctively jerked her hand back. But Nadia firmly pushed her hand forward again until her palm was wrapped around the thick length.

Nadia whispered softly into her ear - The faster you do this, the sooner this whole ordeal will be over…

Placing her own hand over Priya's, Nadia forced her fingers to close around it. The heavy, turgid length was now firmly inside Priya's grip, and the donkey began shifting restlessly.

One of the neighborhood women joked, laughing loudly - Will Bhabhi be holding the groom's member for her on the wedding night too…

The entire group erupted into raucous laughter, and another woman added - Well, Bhabhi is simply preparing her for her real stallion today…

A younger, recently married girl among them chimed in giggling - They made me handle an actual horse’s member for my ritual…

The first woman cracked another joke - Those who handle the horse get a donkey, and those who handle the donkey get a horse…

Nadia began guiding Priya's hand in a slow, rhythmic, stroking motion along the shaft. The member was incredibly thick and massive; Priya's hand couldn't even fully wrap around its circumference, but the friction was clearly enough to stimulate the animal.

Mom warned - Stand back a bit… lest it kicks you…

Khala (Aunty) suggested crudely - Why don't you just crouch directly beneath it… if you get its fluids splashed on your forehead, you'll experience absolute bliss after marriage…

Nadia teased - You certainly seem to know an awful lot about this, Sister…

Khala (Aunty) huffed, annoyed - Oh please, I've only heard about it… I didn't get it splashed on my head… which is exactly why I've suffered my entire marriage…

Another woman called out - Nadia… tell your sister if Ishan's size matches this beast so she can get used to it from now on…

A second woman giggled - How would Nadia know his size…

The first woman smirked - Everyone knows everything around here… and Nadia of all people…

Mom cut in sharply, halting the gossip - Why are you all talking absolute trash… Nadia.. tell her to move her hand faster so we can wrap this up…

Nadia loosened her grip on Priya's hand, and Priya, desperate to end the humiliation, began stroking the length at a frantic pace. Crouching low like this made her back ache intensely. Her palm slid rapidly against the slick, engorged shaft.

The donkey’s excitement peaked rapidly; its breathing turned into heavy, ragged gasps, and it let out a sharp braying sound. A moment later, it lifted one leg slightly and, with immense force, ejaculated a thick, burning stream of fluids. Priya's hand directly felt the rush of the hot liquid escaping.

The fluid hit the ground with such velocity that a few droplets splattered upward, landing squarely on Priya's forehead. Priya instantly released her grip and stood up, trembling, while the animal continued to discharge.

Khala (Aunty) remarked, surprised - Wow, you made it release incredibly fast... I've heard stories where it takes upwards of half an hour... Consider yourself extremely lucky… you managed to get a few droplets blessed on your head…

Priya grimaced in profound disgust and raised her hand to wipe her forehead, but Nadia caught her wrist, stopping her - It'll be cleaned, don't touch it with your dirty hand… Zoya, you wipe it off…

Her daughter pulled out a handkerchief and carefully wiped the droplets from Priya's forehead and hairline. Priya rubbed her aching lower back, utterly hollowed out by the grotesque act they had just forced her to perform. She felt an overwhelming sense of self-loathing. Nadia led her to a nearby handpump and helped her wash her hands thoroughly with soap.

Nadia whispered softly - Thank goodness you managed to do it properly…

Priya snapped under her breath, her eyes blazing with suppressed rage - What kind of absolute garbage ritual was that…

Nadia hushed her instantly - Shhhh, keep your voice down… I understand you come from the city… but this is an ancient village custom… if Khala (Aunty) takes offense, she will force you to do four more rituals instead of just two…

Priya looked at Nadia, her stomach twisting into a painful knot - There is a second one left? What happens in that one?

Nadia exhaled a deep sigh - It's not as repulsive as this one… but it might cause a little bit of physical pain…

Panic gripped Priya instantly. Zoya stepped up beside her, offering comfort - Aunt, please don't be scared… it doesn't hurt that much… in fact, it actually feels quite pleasurable…

The women guided Priya to a different location nearby—the residence of one of the neighborhood women. Nadia pulled out four or five small paper packets containing specific herbs and handed them to a woman who was heating water over a clay stove. The woman dumped the entire contents of the packets into the boiling pot, instantly filling the house with a heavy, distinct, pungent aroma.

Khala (Aunty) announced - Alright, let's begin.. technically, the sister-in-law performs this… but since you are her sister as well…

Nadia countered firmly, asserting her authority - So what if she is my distant cousin… I am her real and only sister-in-law in this house… no one can snatch that right away from me…

Khala (Aunty) relented - Fine, fine… you do it then…

Priya was instructed to sit on a low wooden chair, and a large, heavy cloth sheet was draped entirely over her lap, covering her from her waist down to her ankles. Priya's anxiety reached a fever pitch. She dreaded what further violations awaited her under the guise of these village traditions.

Nadia sat down on a low wooden stool directly in front of her feet - Sufeena… spread your legs wide and loosen the drawstring of your bottom trousers…

Priya was terrified, but her willpower to fight back had completely eroded. She complied silently, doing exactly as she was told. Nadia reached her hands beneath the heavy cloth sheet, firmly pulling down Priya's trousers and worn-out panties down to her ankles. Priya flinched violently, her fingers gripping the armrests of the chair until her knuckles turned white.

Nadia maintained steady eye contact, trying to offer silent reassurance. Another woman handed Nadia a small bowl filled with a thick, herbal paste.

Nadia explained softly - Sufeena… now I am going to place my head beneath the sheet… and I will apply this medicated paste… just remain perfectly still…

Khala (Aunty) scoffed - Oh, why explain it to her as if she's a virgin who has never heard of these things before…

Priya's chest heaved rapidly as she struggled to breathe. Nadia lifted the edge of the sheet slightly and slipped her head underneath, positioning herself directly between Priya's spread thighs.

Khala (Aunty) lectured from outside - See, in the first ritual, you provided pleasure to a male… Now, this second ritual is designed to secure your own pleasure for the wedding night… understand…

Beneath the heavy fabric, Nadia's fingers parted Priya's intimate anatomy and began rubbing the thick paste generously around her outer folds. Priya clenched her jaw, anchoring herself to the chair. Suddenly, Nadia slipped a paste-covered finger directly inside her passage, and the chilled, medicated paste instantly triggered an intense, fiery, stinging burn.

Priya ground her teeth, letting out a sharp gasp - Ahhhhh… ufff… ssssss….

Zoya and another young woman placed their hands firmly on Priya's shoulders, holding her securely against the chair to prevent her from flinching away.

Khala (Aunty) called out - Nadia… feel inside and tell us… is her seal intact or has it been broken before…

Nadia's muffled voice echoed from beneath the sheet - Why would her seal be broken, Sister… besides, one can't accurately tell just by a simple touch like this…

Khala (Aunty) grumbled, unconvinced - One can tell everything if they know what to look for…

Nadia inserted her finger deeper once more, coating the inner lining with the stinging paste while silently assessing her anatomy. She didn't encounter the specific resistance she expected, realizing Priya was clearly experienced.

Nevertheless, she called out to the group - Everything is perfectly fine, Sister…

Khala (Aunty) breathed a sigh of relief - Thank goodness… Now bring over the earthen pot filled with the heated herbal brew… it's time for the intimate fumigation (Choot Sikai)...

Priya gasped in utter shock - Intimate fumigation?

Khala (Aunty) laughed mockingly - Your sister truly seems to be living in some completely different world! This is precisely why I insisted Ayesha should witness this… she would have learned something useful...

Nadia emerged from beneath the cloth, her face flushed from the heat - Sufeena, we are just going to place a steaming earthen pot directly beneath your chair, and you simply have to sit over it…

Priya wanted to ask what the purpose of this torment was, but she was too intimidated to speak. One of the older women explained it bluntly anyway - The medicated steam rising from the pot will shrink and tighten your passage completely..

Priya blurted out in sheer innocence - And what will that do…

The women burst into loud, mocking laughter at her naive question, and even Nadia couldn't suppress a chuckle. Finally, one of the women stopped laughing long enough to explain crudely - It ensures that both you and your man will experience intense pleasure on your first night… when his rigid member forces its way into your tight, restricted passage, he will completely forget about the maidens of paradise…

Another woman smirked - Unless he prefers entering through the back door instead…

Khala (Aunty) laughed boisterously - Well, that passage is guaranteed to be tightly shut anyway… no matter, Ishan will open it up thoroughly soon enough…

Priya swallowed hard, a cold sweat breaking out across her body as her condition worsened. Nadia placed a low wooden block right between Priya's feet and carefully positioned a steaming earthen pot over it, which had just been filled with the boiling, herb-infused water.

Nadia slid the lid off the pot, and a dense, thick column of vapor rushed upward, directly targeting Priya's exposed intimacy. The herbs and spices dissolved in the water made the steam incredibly sharp and biting. The moment the hot, medicated vapor contacted her skin and the freshly applied paste, a sharp, biting agony flared up, feeling as though her flesh was being scorched.

Priya shrieked in pain - Ahhhhhh …. Ahhh…..

Zoya tried to comfort her, rubbing her shoulder - It only hurts like this initially… it will feel incredibly soothing after a few minutes…

The recently married girl chimed in from the corner - Yes, honestly... it feels absolutely heavenly afterward...

Khala (Aunty) teased - Listen to these young brides… I can barely recall what it felt like… but oh boy, the coupling after my wedding was incredibly intense…

The crowd laughed at Khala (Aunty)'s bold remark. A fragile, strained smile appeared on Priya's face as well. Realizing she had absolutely no alternative but to endure this biting, exotic pain, she slowly adjusted herself on the seat, lowering her hips directly over the concentrated column of rising steam. Uffff.... the sensation was absolutely overwhelming....
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What do you think will happen next? Will Priya and Ishan find a way to escape this tightening trap before the Friday Nikah, or will the arrival of more relatives completely seal her fate in this village?
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