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Chapter 1
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Aeris Inara adjusted the strap of her bag, quietly mouthing the Surah she always recited before take-off. Heathrow buzzed around her with a chaotic energy she wanted nothing to do with. Her flight to Rome was scheduled in an hour, and she had been hoping for a quiet, uneventful escape.

But peace was apparently a foreign concept today.

Screams erupted from the far end of the terminal. Cameras flashed like lightning. Reporters dashed forward, their heels clacking against the tile, shouting questions Aeris couldn’t quite catch. Her brows furrowed as she tried to understand what was going on.

And then it hit her.

This wasn't some airport emergency.

This was a celebrity arrival.

She followed the magnetic pull of the crowd’s attention, peeking past bodies and smartphones raised like offerings. And through the blur—she saw him.

Tall. Effortlessly striking. Dressed in muted black that somehow made him glow. His face was mostly hidden behind sunglasses and a cap, but somehow... she knew. He wasn’t ordinary.

Even without knowing who he was, Aeris felt it in her chest—a jolt. That strange electricity. Like the air had shifted.

She blinked.

And he looked straight at her.

Their eyes locked—held—for a second that stretched unnaturally long.

Her breath hitched.

Her heartbeat stumbled.

Something about him pulled her in like gravity. He didn’t look at her like a stranger. He looked at her like someone remembering.

And it terrified her.

She took a step back, clutching her passport tighter. This wasn’t her scene. She didn’t want to be seen.

But when she dared to glance back—

He was still staring. Hesitant. Studying her like a long-lost memory.

Then he stepped forward.

“Aeris?” he called, voice barely a whisper.

She panicked and readied to run.

But before she could—

He called her name again. Louder.

“Aeris.”

She froze.

The noise of the crowd surged again, but she couldn’t hear it. All she heard was that voice.

Then—louder. Desperate.

“AERIS!”

Everything blurred. Fans turned their heads. Reporters swung their cameras. Her name echoed through the terminal.

Why would a global superstar—whoever he was—know her name?

Then came the unthinkable.

He broke from his security. Pushed through the crowd.

Straight toward her.

And before she could react—he grabbed her hand.

Her instinct kicked in.

She slapped him.

Hard.

Gasps rippled like a wave. Cameras froze. Security tensed. Even the fans fell into stunned silence.

He turned slightly from the impact, but didn’t retaliate. Didn’t shout.

He simply stood there, blinking—looking like the boy in a heartbreak song.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

Before she could reply, one of his guards murmured something in another language, and suddenly—she was being ushered into the backseat of a black SUV.[image: ]

“What the hell,” Aeris hissed, yanking her wrist free as she adjusted her seat, her tone sharp and breathless. “Do you want to be kicked out of your own vehicle? Because I will not hesitate.”

The man beside her flinched like her voice physically hit him. He looked down.

He was still holding her wrist.

He let go instantly, like her skin had scalded him. “Sorry.”

He looked at her again, eyes searching her face like he was trying to memorize it. Like he already had.

Then softly, “You look... different.”

She raised a brow. “Wow. What a line. Is that what you say to all the women you kidnap?”

“I didn’t mean—” he faltered, “I just meant... you’re wearing the hijab.”

“Gold star for observation,” she said coolly. “What’s next? Gonna comment on my shoes?”

He hesitated. “You look beautiful.”

She blinked. “Right. Because this whole ‘abduction but make it charming’ thing is really working out for you.”

“I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“Newsflash, buddy—you did,” she snapped. “You don’t just drag a woman into your car without explanation and expect a thank-you note.”

“I just... I didn’t expect to see you,” he murmured.

She stared at him, incredulous. “Do you hear yourself? You didn’t expect to see me—so your instinct was to drag me into your car? Are you okay? Mentally? Emotionally? Like, should I be worried?”

He looked like he was swallowing words he didn’t know how to say.

“You really don’t remember me,” he said, quietly now.

She tilted her head. “Should I? Are you someone I loaned money to? Someone I insulted online? Are you here for revenge?”

“No,” he laughed, dry and bitter. “Nothing like that.”

She crossed her arms. “Then what is this? You dragged me in here like some overzealous fanboy, stared at me like I’m a ghost, and now you’re giving me the ‘you look beautiful’ line like we’re in some tragic drama.”

“I just wanted to talk to you,” he said, voice strained. “I just wanted to be your friend.”

That made her blink. Then scoff.

“Friends?” she repeated, her voice thick with disbelief. “You want to be friends? With me? After this?”

She waved her hand in the air between them.

“I don’t even know you. You dragged me into your car like a creepy weirdo, stared at me like I owe you something, and now you’re asking to be friends? That’s not how this works. That’s not how anything works.”

He opened his mouth, but she kept going.

“And even if you’re—ugh, fine—handsome,” she said with a roll of her eyes, “that doesn’t give you a free pass. You can’t just abduct someone and hit them with ‘can we be friends.’ Seriously, dude—did your head get smacked by the plane wing when you landed?”

He let out a broken laugh, barely holding together. “You haven’t changed.”

Her expression hardened. “How would you even know?”

His smile faded.

“I didn’t know how else to talk to you,” he said, softer now. “After everything. After all this time. I just—saw you. And I panicked.”

“Well, congratulations. You successfully terrified me and earned a lifetime supply of restraining orders,” she said flatly.

Silence dropped between them like an anchor.

He looked down at his hands. “Can’t we... start over?”

She laughed. Not out of amusement—out of exhaustion.

“Start over?” she echoed. ““Buddy, I don’t even know where we began. I don’t even know your name.”

“I’m Asher,” he said quietly.

She froze.

The name stirred something. Something far away and dim. Like a voice echoing from a locked room.

But she shut the door before it could open.

“Well, Asher,” she said, her voice flat again, “do me a favor.”

He looked at her.

“Just drop me off.”
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She walked back into Heathrow like a ghost.

The bright screens blinked with updates she no longer cared about. Her suitcase was exactly where she left it—lonely near a bench, loyal and useless.

But her flight to Rome?

Gone.

Ticket burned.

Fate rerouted.

She stood frozen under the glare of fluorescent lights, her jaw clenched tight. The quiet she once craved now pressed against her ears like static.

This day wasn’t supposed to turn out like this. She was supposed to leave—calmly, quietly. Not slap a world-famous singer in front of a sea of screaming fans. Not get dragged into his car like some deranged plot twist from a low-budget drama.

And certainly not miss the one flight that was supposed to get her out of this mess of a city.

She yanked her shawl tighter around her shoulders, her breath sharp and uneven.

“Perfect,” she muttered bitterly. “Just perfect.”

Her fingers curled into fists.

All that planning. All that careful timing. Wasted. Because some walking heartthrob with issues couldn’t keep his distance.

Now she was stuck. Humiliated. Furious.

And yet—deep in her chest, beneath the storm—something had cracked open. Something hot. Confusing. Uninvited.

Her teeth ground together.

She wasn’t just mad.

She was furious.

At him.

At herself.

At whatever cosmic joke decided to throw him in her path today of all days.

“I’m going to lose my mind,” she said under her breath, gripping the handle of her suitcase like it had personally betrayed her.

She didn’t know if she wanted to scream, cry, or find him again just to yell in his face.

Maybe all three.[image: ]

The vehicle rolled through London’s rainy streets, but Asher sat frozen in the back seat, his hand resting on the place where she had once been. Like he could still feel the warmth of her presence.

His longtime driver finally glanced at him through the mirror. “She’s the one, isn’t she?”

Asher didn’t reply.

The city lights flickered through the window, painting streaks across his face. His jaw was tight, lips pressed together like he was afraid they’d break if he spoke. 

“I waited five years,” he finally murmured, voice so quiet it barely reached the front seat.

“She was supposed to remember me.”

A bitter smile crept onto his face—one that didn’t reach his eyes.

“But now... I’m just a stranger in her world.”

He leaned his head back against the seat, eyes burning.

And for the first time in years, the man who had made millions cry with his songs... cried quietly for himself.
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Chapter 2
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The warmth of prayer still lingered in the air. The call to Maghrib had come and gone, and Aeris Inara sat quietly on her sejadah, her heart calmer—but her mind anything but.

Clad in soft white telekung, she pressed her palms to her knees, trying to will away the weight pressing on her chest.

She hadn’t touched her phone since the airport. What was the point? Her flight had burned along with her mood, and she wanted nothing to do with anyone—or anything.

But... the silence was too much.

Maybe my friends checked in. Maybe someone’s asking if I made it to Italy.

She reached for the phone.

The screen blinked to life, and Aeris squinted. It had been off for hours. Notifications poured in before her eyes could fully adjust.

Missed Calls: 78

Messages: 142

Trending Now: #AsherLeoHan #AerisInara

Her heart dropped.

She opened WhatsApp.

Manager:

> WHERE ARE YOU? CALL ME. EMERGENCY.

––––––––
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Bestie:

> Girl... you broke the internet. What happened?? Are you okay??

––––––––
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And then... a string of texts from an unknown number:

> Are you okay?

Where are you?

I’m getting worried.

Please. Just say something.

If you don’t reply, I’m going to stand outside your door.

Give me your location.

Hey. Never mind. I found it.

I’ll be there in an hour.

––––––––
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She froze.

Her phone trembled in her hand. "Wait. He found my location?"

She looked at the timestamp.

Sent an hour ago.

And then—

BANG. BANG. BANG.

Three solid knocks at the door.

Her name, spoken low but clear.

She flinched.

No. No. No. This can't be happening.

Her phone rang. Her manager’s name lit up the screen.

Aeris ignored the door and answered with shaky fingers.

“WHERE have you been?!” her manager roared. “Open your WhatsApp. Now. Click the damn link I sent!”

Her fingers moved automatically. She clicked.

> [BREAKING] Secret Identity of Bestselling Author Aeris Inara Leaked — Romantic Entanglement with Top Global Star Asher Leo Han? Airport Scene Sparks Global Frenzy

––––––––
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Her jaw dropped. “Oh my God...”

“You were supposed to be in Rome—not turning into an accidental celebrity overnight!” her manager snapped. “What happened?! Why is Asher Leo Han in the same frame as you? Holding your wrist like it’s a drama scene?!”

The knocking came again, louder.

And then—

“Aeris,” came the voice. Firm. Familiar.

Her breath caught. No way. Not him.

“I can’t explain right now,” she whispered into the phone. “We’ll talk tomorrow. I swear. It’s complicated.”

She ended the call.

The knocking didn’t stop.

He was calling her name now—desperately.

Aeris stood, the hem of her telekung swishing softly around her ankles as she stepped toward the door.

For a moment, her hand hesitated on the handle.

Don’t open it.

Open it.

She did.

There he was. Asher. Hoodie on, sunglasses pushed up on his head. Looking both exhausted and frustrated.

He took one look at her—still in her white prayer clothes—and said nothing. Then:

“You’re okay.”

Relief softened his features.

Her tone, however, was ice. “What are you doing here, Mr. Han?”

His eyebrow twitched at the title.

“I was worried about you,” he said. “You hate attention. That’s why you’ve stayed hidden from your readers for years. This—this madness—it’s the opposite of everything you are.”

“And yet here you are, making it worse.”

He flinched. “Aeris...”

“How did you even find me?”

“That’s not what matters right now.”

“Oh, it does,” she snapped. “You finding my home address and showing up like this? I don’t care if you’re a global superstar or an alien from another galaxy—that’s not normal.”

“Is that all you care about?” His voice rose. “I was worried sick!”

“You should’ve worried about yourself. You’re the famous one.”

He exhaled sharply. “Can we talk?”

“Why should I?”

“Because if you don’t,” he said tightly, “I swear, I will make those rumours worse. Accidentally or not.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Is that a threat?”

“If that’s how you want to see it.”

Her jaw clenched. She was still barefoot, still wrapped in the softness of prayer—and yet somehow, the world had crashed back into her life.

“Five minutes,” she said at last. “At the private café downstairs. I need to change.”

“If you’re not there in five—”

“I’ll be there,” she cut him off. “And if you’re late, I’m dragging you out with my slipper.”

She slammed the door.

—-
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Aeris tied her shawl with trembling hands. Her mind raced—half of it screaming to stay away, the other half whispering: It’s only five minutes. And then you walk away.

She changed into a long, loose blouse and wide-legged pants. Something simple. Neutral. As if that could hide the wildfire that had just sparked in her life.

She checked her reflection once. Then again. Then shook her head and left.

By the time she reached the café lobby, he was already there—slouched on a chair, hoodie off, hair messily swept back, eyes far too tired for someone who’d just broken the internet.

The café was closed to the public at this hour, but the security guards must’ve recognized his face. Fame could unlock doors. She hated that.

“You made it,” he said, standing.

“You’re lucky I didn’t come down with a broom,” she muttered, taking the seat opposite him.

He chuckled. “I’d deserve it.”

She raised a brow. “You’re admitting that?”

He nodded. “I was out of line. But I panicked. I thought something happened to you. I mean—you disappeared. The media’s going wild. And you never answered my messages.”

“I turned my phone off. I needed space.”

A pause.

“I get that now,” he said quietly. “But I didn’t back then.”

Silence stretched between them, thick as fog.

“So,” she exhaled, “this building. You live here?”

He smiled. “For over a year.”

She blinked. “That penthouse unit... that’s you?”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

She muttered under her breath, “Great. I’ve been unknowingly neighbours with Asia’s heartthrob.”

“And I’ve been living under the same roof as the mystery novelist.” His eyes softened. “Funny, huh?”

She didn’t answer.

He leaned forward, elbows on knees. “I didn’t know until today, Aeris. I swear. The moment I saw you at the airport, it just—clicked.”

Aeris folded her arms. “Let’s get this straight. Whatever happened today, it was... an accident. We need to release a statement. Something clean. A clarification.”

His lips parted. “Can’t we be friends?”

She blinked. “Asher, I didn’t even remember you. I don’t even know you.”

That stung. She saw it in his eyes—a silent flinch. He tried to mask it, but failed.

“I see,” he whispered.

She sighed. “I didn’t mean it cruelly.”

“You didn’t have to. It still hurts.”
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