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Surya

––––––––
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Ever since starting my firm, this is the most bizarre request I have ever heard. I knit my fingers on the table and lean forward. “If Ms. Aisha knows we are there for her protection, then it'll be easy for us to do our job. It benefits both us and our clients, Mr. Kiro.”

Kiro Shana, one of the owners of Shana and Sons, and uncle of Aisha, shakes his head. “She won't allow it.”

The sunlight gleams into my brown eyes as I cock my head, trying to reason with Kiro. “Maybe you can make her understand.”

Kiro’s grey brows furrow. “Aisha is too stubborn. The only person who could reason with her is her father, but sadly after the attack a month ago my brother hasn't woken up. There have been a couple of attempts on her life ever since that day. Her bodyguards saved her, but I don't think they'll be enough. I need someone better for this job.”

There's always more than meets the eyes. Despite Mukesh Shana being a high profile person, the police haven't been able to get any lead on the attackers. It has to be the work of a skilled person. I unbutton the cuffs of my black shirt and roll my sleeves up. “Is Ms. Aisha co-operating with the authorities?”

“No.” Kiro sighs. “She doesn't want security with her 24×7. That's why I'm hiring you. Being her childhood friend, she's more likely to allow you around her.”

That was a long time ago. I haven't seen her in over a decade. Calling us friends is a bit of a stretch. I don't think she ever noticed me. She was the cutest girl in the class—and the first one to make my heart flutter. It's been a while. As much as I would like to protect her, I'm the owner of the firm, not an employee. “Mr. Kiro, you might have mistaken my role. I run this company, not act as security.”

His brows furrow. “But you know how to do it, right?”

That's besides the point. “Yes, but I've other highly trained employees who take care of people. I just assign them clients.”

“You passed all the military school exams with flying colours,” Kiro says. “And you have worked for some politicians visiting our city. Why can't you do the same for Aisha?”

If I do that, then I'll have to handle two things at a time. “Because they were high profile people.”

Kiro's nostrils flare. “So is Aisha. Don't worry about money, Mr. Surya. You'll be paid handsomely.”

My clients are more than just a paycheck. “It's not about payment. I've to run this firm, and just because Aisha knows me, it doesn't mean she'll be comfortable with me providing her security. No matter who does this job, you'll have to convince her.”

“No.” Kiro presses between his brows. “You can't tell her you are her bodyguard. You will introduce yourself as a friend.”

The more we talk, the weirder his demand gets. “Sorry, Mr. Kiro, it's not possible.”

“She'll die,” he says, shaking his head. “After my brother, I can't let her get hurt. She doesn't understand the seriousness of the situation. Every time she's out she is fine with the security, but she doesn't allow them with her in any meetings, parties, or even closed public events. Please, Mr. Surya, you are my last hope.”

Not only is it odd, it's also unethical. I can't be with someone unless they want me to. Of course I don't want her to get hurt, but I can't help anyone who doesn't want it. I shrug. “Even if I agree to it, I haven't seen Aisha since middle school. We weren't in touch. I don't think she even remembers me. How will I approach her?”

“Don't worry about it.” He waves his hands in the air. “She'll be at a charity gala this week, where you can meet her. I can get you an invitation.”

There has to be a better way of doing it. I run my fingers through my thick, brown hair and sigh. “And I can't tell her that I'm her security?”

“Yes, just act like her friend,” Kiro says. 

Dropping my head, I look at the black table. This is ridiculous. I only get personally involved in high profile cases, mostly when it comes to protecting politicians or foreign ministers. Aisha is in danger, but she's just another rich daddy’s girl. I look at Kiro. “What's her issue with bodyguards?”

“She believes it makes her unapproachable.” Kiro's nostrils flare. “She wants all her employees, even factory workers, to feel comfortable talking to her.”

That's nobel, but ineffective. If she dies doing it, then no one will be able to talk to her. It seems impossible to help her. “I'm sorry, but I don't think I can do the job.”

“Please.” Kiro wipes the sweat off his chubby face. “You'll have no restrictions from me or the entire staff in the office and her house.”

Everyone will cooperate with me, but the one person who needs to. “What about Aisha?”

Kiro straightens in his chair. He takes the mobile out of his pocket and shows me a picture of a beautiful woman. “Look at her,” he says. “She's too young to die. Just like you, she has many aspirations in life. If you don't help her, she might never reach her dreams.”

She's in a maroon gown, wearing red lipstick on her plump lips. Her thick, raven hair curls around her supple breasts. My throat turns dry as I look back at her face. For a second, I thought she was looking at me with those big, black eyes as I was checking out her body. After about fifteen years, I'm looking at this girl yet she makes my heart flutter. “Fine, Mr. Kiro, I'll do it.”

“Thank you.” Kiro sighs and puts his phone down. “You don't know what it means to me.”

I don't understand why I agreed to it. A moment ago I was sure I didn't want to do it because it seemed like a daunting task. I move back in my chair and glance out of the glass door at a tall, dark-haired, young man, staring in the office. My best agent, Akram, who has an arm sling due to the injury he had in his last assignment. As he notices me looking at him, he turns around and walks away. He didn't look happy with my decision, which is odd. Though I should not have accepted this assignment, there's no way Akram knows about Kiro’s demands. Unless we were talking too loud for him to hear us even outside the cabin.

“Mr. Surya, is everything alright?” Kiro asks, breaking my trail of thoughts.

“Yes.” I focus back on my client. 

He glances out where Akram was standing and back at me. “You didn't answer. Is there an issue?”

Looking at Akram, I couldn't listen to Mr. Kiro's question. “Sorry, can you repeat yourself?”

“Will you like your payment in cash or cheque?” he asks. 

Protecting Aisha will take a lot of effort, and more effort demands more money. It'll be odd to carry such a hefty sum. “Cheque.”

Mr. Kiro takes out a pen from his pocket as though trying to give me the amount before I even did my job. It's always good to have clients who pay on time, but I haven't done anything yet to receive an amount.

“If you are satisfied with my services, you can pay me at the end of the week,” I say. 

Kiro nods and puts the pen back in his pocket. Reaching inside his coat, he pulls out an envelope. He places it on the table. “This is the invitation to the Gala. You can meet Aisha there. Introduce yourself as an old friend, not a bodyguard.”

Given how bizarre his request is, that's something I won't forget. “Thank you, Mr. Kiro. Is there anything else I should know?”

He fishes into his shirt again and takes out a pocket diary. Sliding it across the table, he says, “Keep it. Inside it, I've written everything that Aisha enjoys from her favourite food to her favorite vacation spot.”

As far as I know I'm going to protect Aisha, not date her. I raise my brows. “Why would I need it?”

Kiro shrugs. “You are going to act like her friend. If you do things she enjoys, she'll prefer hanging out with you more. It makes the job easier.”

Odd, but he has a point. It's the first time I'm pretending to be something I'm not, and I'll have to sell it. Not that I need it to get closer to her, but it might come handy. “That will be all.”

“Thank you,” Kiro says, getting off his seat. “If you need anything else, just give me a call.”

“Will do.” I force a smile.

With him gone, I pick up the envelope. From the corner of my eyes I see Akram outside the cabin. I gesture at him to get in. 

Walking in front of the desk, he asks, “New assignment?”

He's always up for a task. Had Kiro not insisted on me protecting his niece, I would have chosen Akram for the job. “Not for you, my friend. This is something I have to handle myself.”

“Very well,” he says. “Does that mean you won't be in the office?”

If anyone can run this place after me, it's him. “Yes, you'll have to take over for a few days.”

“You know I don't belong behind a desk,” he says. 

By taking one look at his muscular physique, anyone can tell he's made for the field. Right now, he's still recovering from an arm injury. “Yes, but you'll have to do it. Besides, you can use some rest.”

“Fine.” He puffs his cheeks and walks out. 

Looking back at the envelope, I open it. It's been a while since I've been in the field. Aisha Shana. Let's see what challenge you bring for me. 
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Aisha

––––––––
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Unexpectedly, more people have shown up to donate for the homeless fund. This isn't something I thought was possible, but I'm not the only one. The host thanked me so much for contributing that it made me think, do I come across as an evil rich girl. Maybe this red figure-hugging gown is a bit much. I should have worn a toned down dress, but Helen, my assistant, said it was perfect, and I agreed with her. She herself is in a loose black shirt and skirt.

Such events give people an opportunity to make connections. That's why, though the evening is done, everyone is still hanging around. If my father were here, he would have tried communicating with all of them, but he's in a coma, so I'm representing him. I'll have to play the part. My throat turns dry as I look around at all the elites in expensive suits and gowns. I haven't done this before without my father, but I guess I don't have a choice.

Putting on a fake smile, I look back at Helen standing behind me. “How do I look?”

She stares at me through her round glasses. “Maybe try a smaller grin.”

This is the reason I hired her. Though annoying, no one helps me better in looking presentable than my assistant. I sigh and smile again, making sure not to show my teeth.

“Perfect.” She tosses her blonde hair back and looks behind me. “A young gentleman is approaching.”

Assistants are supposed to help their bosses with more than just a vague description. “Who's he?”

She peeks into the iPad she has been holding before we even got here. “The name's Surya Seth, twenty-five-years, and owns a textile firm. Probably new to the city or just took over his father's business as this is the first time I've seen him.”

“Aisha Shana,” a man says.  “It's been a while.”

I turn around to see a tall man, probably six-two or more, standing behind me. The white light of the ceiling shines on his navy blue suit. 

He keeps staring at me with those beautiful, brown eyes as though trying to hypnotise me. The smile showing his perfect set of teeth disappears as he looks down. “Are you going to shake my hand?”

Looking at his pretty face, I didn't realise I was keeping him on the hold. The way he's talking I think I should know him, but I can't remember knowing someone as gorgeous as him. Maybe his assistant just gave him some details about me, like mine did, but he's alone. Business people usually don't attend such events without any help. “Surya Seth,” I say, shaking his hand.

He raises his thick brows. “So you do remember me?”

Nothing about him rings a bell, which is odd. Forgetting beautiful faces is hard, and forgetting someone as hot as him impossible. Even through his suit, I can see he's in amazing shape. I shake my head. “Sorry, I don't.”

“Eighth grade,” he says. “Does that help?”

That's the reason I can't remember him. The last time I saw him he was a child. “No, sorry.”

“It's alright.” He waves his hand placatingly. “I went to the military school after that, and I'm sure most children didn't notice.”

Come to think of it, I remember a fat boy leaving in the middle of the semester. “You were the chubby kid who went to the military school?”

“Ouch.” He winces as though I hurt him. “That's how you remember me?”

Not the best way to describe someone, but yes. Although now, he's just wow. I can't take my eyes off him.  No one would have thought he'll come back looking so sexy. “Apologies. I mean the boy who disappeared in the middle of the year.”

Smiling, he bobs his head sideways. “I just went to a different place.”

“Untimely,” I say, pointing out the obvious. “Most students change schools after completing a year.”

“Had to do it due to certain circumstances.” He shrugs. “Father’s business. You know how tedious it can be.”

Actually, I do. I'm in the same position as him. Although the reason I'm handling everything is because Daddy is physically incapable of doing it. “Yes.”

“Sorry to hear about your father,” he says. 

The news of my Dad was everywhere last month. He must have heard it and thought about giving me sympathy, like everyone else. It seems as though he knows a lot of things about me, but I don't know anything about him. “Thank you. What about your father? Is he here with you?”

He chuckles. “If he shows up, everyone will be running away.”

This is an elite event. These people have way too much ego to be afraid of anyone. Unless his father is a don, I see no reason for people to be scared of him. “Why? Is he a mafia?”

“No, he can be a ghost.” Surya purses his lips. “He passed away two years ago.”

Now that makes sense. My cheeks flush. Without even realising what I'm doing, I spoke about his dead parent. It must be hard talking about it. I touch my chest and grab his hand. “I'm sorry. I didn't know.”

He smiles. “It's fine. We haven't seen each other in a while.”

Though he's smiling, I know my words must have hurt him. My father is in a coma, and even though he's alive, it pains me to see him like this. “No, it's not okay. I was so insensitive.”

“Seriously, it's alright.” He shakes his head. “How were you supposed to know? Maybe we should hang out. That way we'll learn more about each other.”

Our first meeting and he's already suggesting a date. I mean I hope he's asking me out. “Sure.”

“Dinner, tomorrow?” He raises his brows.

Wow, he's fast. I don't understand if he's networking or hitting on me. Whatever the case, I would love to spend time with him. “Sounds perfect.”

“We have dinner with a client tomorrow,” Helen whispers in my ears. 

Talking to Surya, I forgot she was here. “It can wait,” I say, still looking into Surya’s eyes. 
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Surya

I don't know why my heart is racing. This is not a real date, yet seeing Aisha in the short black dress, I wish it were. She has gotten hotter with time, that's for sure. Stopping the car outside of the restaurant, I look at her touching the door. “Wait,” I say.

This is a set up to find out who's attacking Aisha. The entire restaurant is surrounded by my men. All of them are dressed as civilians and here to catch anyone who attacks our client. Before she steps out, I've to make sure there are no snipers pointing at us. I move away from the car and glance at my agent near a tea stall. He gives a thumbs up, indicating it's safe for Aisha. Walking back, I open the door for her and offer my hand. 

She takes and steps out. “Thank you.”

Holding her hand, I walk her up the stairs inside the building. The ceiling of the foyer has multiple chandeliers which can be dropped on her. I look around at the staff to notice any suspicious activity. All of them seem to be busy with their work. As we get close to the restaurant, a man in a red suit approaches us. 

“Table for two,” I say. 

He gestures to us to move in through the glass door. We walk inside and take the seat he offers us. Handing us the menus, he strides back. There are five people in the restaurant at the moment, an old couple, a young woman dining by herself, and three boys who look like they could be in college.

“Is everything alright?” Aisha asks, glancing around.

“Yes,” I answer, looking at her. 

She smiles. “You just seem a bit lost.”

Keeping an eye on everyone, I'm forgetting the most important thing. Aisha. I'm here for her. Though it's a set up for me to pin down the attacker, it's a real date for her. At least, I want her to think it's a date. “Sorry,” I say. “What would you like to eat?”

“It's fine. I can order for myself.” She shakes her head. “You look amazing. Blue is definitely your colour.”

I glance at my shirt and back at her. Given how hot she's, I should have complimented her. “Thank you. Both red and black are your colours,” I say. 

“What?” She cocks her head.

“You were wearing red at the Gala and you are in black today.” I stare at the yellow lights twinkling in her beautiful eyes. “And you look just as gorgeous in both of them.”

A colour of peach appears on her cheeks. “Are you flirting?”

The way she's staring at me, I don't think she minds it. I raise my brows. “Maybe. Do you want me to?”

She smirks and closes the menu. Leaning on the table, she rests her chin on her palm. “Maybe. But only if you want to.”

“Are you ready to order?” A waiter arrives, ruining our moment.

Aisha straightens up in her chair. She opens the menu and looks at him. “Yes, I'll have a chicken salad and corn soup.”

The waiter notes it down in his pad. “And your order, sir?” he asks me. 

Before coming here, I already had a meal. If anything happened to Aisha, I would have to protect her, and I can't do it on an empty stomach. I'll keep it light for now. “Chicken soup and kebab pizza,” I say. 

The waiter writes it and walks away.

Aisha cocks her head. “Do you often eat pizza?” 

It's not an unusual order. “Yes.”

“Huh.” Her lips part as she looks down at my body. “Given how fit you are, I would have never guessed.”

If I'm not mistaken, she's flirting with me. Women being into me is nothing new, but I didn't expect Aisha to like me right away. In school, I was so afraid to approach her. I would just stare at her from my table, and I don't think she even noticed me, except that I was fat. “Well, can't let the chubby title become a lifelong thing, so I workout a lot.”

The smile on her face fades. “Are you still mad that I said that?”

A little, but I don't want her to feel bad for stating the obvious. I was fat. “No.”

She sighs and moves back in her chair. “How do you get time to workout so much? I can barely manage thirty-minutes.”

The part of my job involves protecting others, and I can't do it by being unfit. It's a necessity. In Aisha's case, I don't understand why she has to be so hot to run a tech company. “It seems to be doing wonders for you.”

She laughs. “Don't lie to me. I'm horribly out of shape.”

If she wants, she can be a supermodel right now. I spread my palms and pout. “I wish I looked so perfect when I'm out of shape. Is it genetics that make you look so good?”

“Stop.” She shakes her head and chuckles.

Everything, the way she's staring at me, smiling at all the things I say, flirting tells me she's into me. In any other situation, this would be perfect, but I've to keep in mind that she's my client. If I'm too busy fooling around with her, I might miss her attacker. It's hard to focus on everything else when she steals all of my attention. “You are perfect,” I say.

“Thank you.” We stare  at each other for a while. I know I should be checking the surroundings, but Aisha’s gaze is so hypnotising. I glance around. Nothing seems out of normal other than Aisha who's staring at me. It's like she's controlling my heart with those big, black eyes. 

The waiter arrives with our dishes, finally breaking her hypnotic gaze. He places our dishes on the table and walks out. 

Both of us dig into our plates. We finish our meals, talking about business. Before clearing the bills, I message one of my men under the table to ask about the safety outside. I've to protect Aisha, so I can't leave her. Though everyone here seems harmless, I've to be vigilant. Most professional killers just need a second, and I can't give it to them. 

After I get a clear message, I offer her my hand and walk her out of the restaurant. For the most part of the date, my guard was up, yet I enjoyed spending time with her. “It was fun,” I say, opening the car door for her. 

She nods. “It was. We should do it again.”

I might be taking it too fast, but I want to see her soon. Being around her more will also help me protect her better. I raise my brows. “Lunch tomorrow?”

The colour drains from her face. Maybe she wants to take it slow. Looking down, she tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. “No. I'm busy.”

In desperation, I might have made her uncomfortable. The last thing I want is for her to run away from me. I need to be close to her. I can't save her from a distance. “It's okay. We'll meet when you want. If you want to.”

She looks back at me. “I do, but I've to visit my father in the afternoons. Talking to him is calming.”

As far as I know Mr. Mukesh Shana is in coma. A few days ago, Kiro told me the same. It's possible that the news of him waking up is kept a secret to protect him from being attacked again. I raise my brows. “He can talk?”

Tears float in Aisha's eyes. She moves back and drops her head. “No. I just tell him about my day hoping he'll say something.”

A lot of people go through this phase. I have done it myself when I was losing both of my parents. It's hard talking to someone you love and not getting a response. I cup her face and look into her eyes. “One day, he'll respond. Everything will be fine.”

She forces the smile through tears. “I hope.”

Holding the car door, I look around as she gets in. At the moment, the night seems quiet. What happened to Mukesh Shana will never happen to Aisha. I'll make sure she's safe.
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Aisha

––––––––
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The ceiling light reflects off my white gown as I sit next to the bed, staring at my father. The nurse said I can't stay here for more than twenty minutes, nor can I touch him. I've to wear protective clothing with a mask and cap every time I see him. It's to avoid him from getting any infections. Right now, he's in a coma so the doctor's are taking as many precautions as possible. Being in the hospital, his hair looks extra grey. He's getting skinnier with every passing day. It's because he needs real food to maintain good health. No matter how many fluids they give him, it can't replace a proper meal. 

“How are you?” I ask, resisting the urge to hold his palm. He doesn't respond. Can't respond. There's an intravenous line in both of his hands. I keep staring at him for a while. The oxygen mask covers his face, but I can see his lips have turned dry. It's because he hasn't drank water in over a month. “Last night I went on a date.”

A smile appears on my face thinking about Surya. My father usually doesn't approve of my dating choices, but he might like this one. “His name is Surya. I met him at the gala the night before. Turns out, he and I went to the same school. He's a businessman, not an athlete or an entertainer. The kind of man you would prefer for me.”

Every time I dated someone, he asked why can't I find anyone with a real job. Now that I'm seeing the man he would approve of, he can't hear about it. Even if he doesn't like Surya, I want him to say that. “Our work is going great. Today I approved of the new advertisement for laptops. The old one wasn't intriguing enough, but this one will work. I promise.”

He doesn't respond.

Managing work is tough without his input. He didn't like the previous sales campaign and asked to change it, but before he could see the progress, bullets found him. Luckily, all of them missed his heart. Sometimes coma patients can hear your voice. I've asked the doctors if that's the case with my father. They said no, but I don't believe them. Ever since I was a child he always listened to me, and he'll never ignore me, not even in this condition. “Can you give me any sign that you are hearing?”

I watch his face and fingers, but there's no change. Being in a coma, he can't move his body. I know he's with me, but I need a signal. 

“Anything will do,” I say, staring at him. Nothing happens. He's physically incapable of doing it, or he really can't hear me this time. Tears veil my eyes. “It's okay. If it hurts, you don't have to move.”

A middle-aged nurse walks in. “It's time,” she says, standing at the wooden door. 

Some days I want to fight the staff. They don't have any right to tell me I can't be around my father, but I know they are doing it to keep him healthy. “I'll see you tomorrow, Daddy.”

I walk out of the ward and keep my head low to stop the two guards outside from seeing my tears. Paddling to the changing room ahead, I remove the hospital gown. I wipe my face and pat my black knee-length dress before walking out. 

In the waiting area, I see Surya on one of the steel chairs with a bouquet of lilies. I told him I'll be visiting my father, but I didn't tell him which hospital. For my father's safety, this information is kept away from the media. I move near him. “What are you doing here?” 

“Good afternoon,” he says, looking at me, and stands. “I just thought I should pay a visit to Mr. Shana.”

“How did you get here?” I ask.

“By asking your uncle.” He smirks and hands me the bouquet. “This is for Mr. Shana. I read somewhere, a lovely environment helps in speedy recovery.”

That's so sweet of him. I take the flowers and pass them to one of the nurses. Since I can't go in, she'll put it beside my father's bed. “Thank you. I didn't expect you to be here.”

He stares into my eyes. “Where else would I be?”

If it's a genuine question, then that's an issue. Only after a date, I don't expect a guy to follow me around everywhere. I hope he's just flirting. “Seriously, why are you here?”

“To make sure you are okay.” He holds my shoulders. “I know you miss your father. Last night you looked so upset. I had to be here for you.”

Wow, that's so sweet but also quite forward. “Do you care about me?”

“Of course I do,” he says. 

We barely know each other for him to already act like my boyfriend. Not that I don't want him to care, but we are not official yet. I raise my brows. “After just one date?”

Surya moves back and puffs his cheeks. “At least you think it was a date. I was afraid you would think it was just a friendly dinner.”

In all honesty, I was scared he might be taking me out casually as well. Good to know we are on the same page, but I need more time with him before getting too serious. I smile. “It can be considered that, unless you take me out again.”

He grins. “Whenever you are ready. Brunch now, or dinner at night?”

That's too fast. We saw each other yesterday and today. I can wait for another twenty-four hours. “Lunch tomorrow at three.” 

“Perfect.” He smiles. “Do you want me to drop you anywhere?”

It would be nice, but I don't want to give him all of my time yet. He'll think I'm too easy to get. “No, my driver's waiting outside.” I hug him and move back, keeping my hand on his chest. “Don't be late for our second date.” 

“I won't,” he says.

Rubbing my palm on his chest, I saunter ahead. A smile forms on my lips. Even though I can't see him, I know Surya is checking me out. 
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Surya 

––––––––
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Taking Aisha on a date with my security team around is a decent way to find out who's trying to hurt her. Outside her office, I have cameras installed in case we miss something. My men have surrounded the area. They'll follow us discreetly to the hotel where another team is assigned to keep us safe.

If someone is specifically targeting Aisha, then they are more likely to know her whereabouts. Her workplace seems like the easiest place to get to her. Though the security is tight, she still attends client lunch and dinners out of the office. Since I'm taking her out, which I announced publicly at the hospital yesterday, her attacker is bound to know. I hope they show up today, so we can catch them.

Thus far there's no report of unusual activity from my team. I see Aisha walking out of the glass door wearing an orange blazer and skirt. The afternoon sun shines on her beautiful tan skin. Indicating her guards to stay at the door, she gets closer and hugs me. This is not the kind of behaviour I was expecting from her since this is her workplace. I guess she's not afraid to show affection in public. 

“How are you doing?” she asks, smiling.

Given the circumstances, I should be asking her this question. “Wonderful,” I say, and open the car door for her. 

She gets inside. Looking around to see if anyone's noticing us, I move to the other side. Apart from a few people in office attire smoking in the corner of the building, and a couple of guards at the entrance, I don't find anyone out of place. They all seem to be minding their own business. The attackers might prefer acting at night, or they want her to be alone. 

After our date, Aisha will go back home by herself. Though we'll be following her, her assailant won't know it. I hope they make a move today. The quicker we get them, the better. Playing a pretend game is not going to help anyone. I get inside the car and fire up the engine.

“Where are we going?” Aisha asks. 

“To a new dosa place,” I say, and drive ahead.

“Do you love dosa too?” She gawks at me. 

In reality, I have no special liking for it, but it was one of the things written in the handbook Kiro gave me. To make sure Aisha enjoys my company, I'll take her to the places she wants to go. “Yes,” I lie.

“Wow.” She looks in the rear view mirror and fixes her bouncy, black hair. “On our second date only, we found that we like the same food.”

The way she seems so excited about it, I feel bad for lying to her. But I've to do it for her own safety. I glance at her, putting on an orange lipstick in the mirror which makes her look extra kissable. If she were not my job, I would have at least tried to make a proper move on her.

“What else do you like?” she asks, putting the lipstick back in her black clutch bag.

I've memorised a couple of delicacies from the handbook, but if I repeat them, she'll get suspicious. Telling her something I really enjoy won't hurt. “Pizza.”

“That's the most generic thing to say.” She chuckles. “Everyone loves pizza.”

“So do you want me to not like it?” I raise my brows.

“No,” she says, looking down at my raven shirt. “I was expecting a different answer.”

“Like what?”

She purses her plump lips and shrugs. “I don't know. Something new and exotic.”

I don't understand why she expected that. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

“That's not what I meant.” She chuckles and holds my hand. “Because you travel so much, I thought you might have a different favourite food.”

Most business people have to roam across countries and continents. Sometimes having too much variety is exhausting. Stopping the car near the restaurant, I look into her eyes. “I prefer simple things.”

“Really?” She cocks her head. “I would have never guessed.”

A valet strides outside and opens the door for us. Both Aisha and I step out. Offering her my hand, we walk towards the restaurant. “Why is it surprising?” I ask.

“Most people who have access to luxury don't like simple things, or at least that's what Daddy believes,” she says as we enter the restaurant. “Every time I demanded something slightly expensive, he used to repeat it like a broken record.”

The attendant walks and directs us to the table in the center of the room. For Aisha's safety, I've booked the entire restaurant. This way if the attacker wants to get closer to her, they'll have to pretend to be an employee. My men have a list of everyone who works here. “Wise man,” I say, and pull the wooden chair for her. 

“Do you believe it?” she asks, taking the seat. 

In a way, he's right. My father's business suffered for a while. That's when I spent time with regular people and started enjoying simple things in life. I sit opposite her. “Yes. Oftentimes, what's normal for you is extraordinary for others. But it's not your fault because you haven't lived their life, and they don't have your experiences.”

“Wow. You are talking exactly like my father.” Putting her elbows on the table, she rests her chin on the back of her palms. “How did you get so wise?”

After my father's business suffered briefly. “Sometimes unfortunate circumstances create fortune results.”

“Tell me more,” she says. 

Talking about my past makes me emotional, and it's probably not the best thing to do given the twisted history between her family and my father. I need to keep my guard up in case someone tries to attack Aisha. Besides, I don't want to bore her with my sob story on our second date. “Only after knowing more about you.”

She moves back in her chair. “Ask me anything.” 

Before I open my mouth, the waiter walks in with the menu. I already know what Aisha will order. “Uttapam,” I say, without opening the menu.

Her lips part as she stares at me. “Same.”

“Anything else?” the young waiter asks.

“That's it for now,” she says.

The waiter walks away. Aisha looks up and down at me. “Do you always skip work for lunch?”

Right now, I'm working while having a meal. “No, just today. Only for you,” I say, which is not a lie. Since my job is to protect her.

“Why?” She grins, showing her pearly teeth. 

The more I flirt, the less questions she'll ask about work. She clearly enjoys it when I do it, and I like it too. “Because you are special,” I answer, and that's also true. 

Since school I have had a crush on her. Even now, she's the prettiest girl I've ever seen. 

Smiling, she tilts her head letting her thick hair fall to one side. “Why am I special?”

I have no answer for that. She's my client, and I've always had a hots for her. But either of those responses doesn't fit this scenario. “You are beautiful, smart, and strong.”

The smile from her face disappears. She raises her brows and looks at the table as though not pleased by my words. “Thank you.”

Something clearly bothered her. “What's wrong?”

She looks at me and forces a smile. “Nothing.”

That's a lie. “Did I say something wrong?”

“No.” She shrugs, knitting her fingers on the table and looks away.

“Then why do you look disappointed?” I ask. 

She looks me dead in the eyes. “It's not like what you said is something men say to every woman they date.”

Yes, it's a common line men use, but in her case, I mean it. Someone as desirable as Aisha must have heard it a million times. “That doesn't make it less true. If I didn't find you attractive, I would have never approached you. If you were dumb, I wouldn't ask you out twice. The way you are handling everything after your father is commendable.”

Her face softens. 

I reach across the table and hold her soft hands. “Everything I said might sound generic, but I mean every word of it.”

A smile sweeps on her plump lips. “Thank you,” she says. “But it's not easy to handle everything. I'm not as strong as you think.”

It's never easy. I gently squeeze her palms. Sometimes the effort matters more than the results. “Yes, you are. Despite the adversity, you are showing up for work. That requires some serious strength. If you need someone to talk to, I'm here for you.”

The waiter comes back disturbing our moment. I let go of her hand and move back. He places the dishes in front of us and walks away. Both of us dig into it. Aisha opens up about work difficulties and how misogynist some businessmen can be. Without interrupting her, I listen to her while keeping my guard up. 

After hearing about her problems, I know she's in a lot of pain. I want to jump across the table and embrace her, but that'll be inappropriate especially because my men are watching our every move. Getting physically or emotionally involved with the clients is against the rule as it can hamper your judgement. Despite making the policy myself, I feel like I might break it. 
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​Chapter 6
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Aisha

––––––––
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Getting a visit from Surya was a sweet surprise. We don't have a date today, yet he showed up and took me out for dinner. We drive back together. It's been just a week since we first met, but it feels like we are already a couple. All of it is moving too fast, and I should probably slow down, but I don't want to. Being with him is so relaxing. Unlike other men, he listens to me. He remembers my words and cares about my likes and dislikes. I can see this relationship turning into something serious.

“Here we are?” He stops the car in front of my house. 

Taking my eyes off him, I look ahead. I don't want this to end, but I'll have to go else I'll come across as needy. “Thank you for the ride,” I say, and kiss his cheek.

“You are welcome.” He smiles and glances at the guard opening the car door. “Goodnight. See you tomorrow.”

That will be us on a date for the fourth time in two weeks. I don't mind it. “Okay. Call me when you reach home.”

He nods. I walk out and wave at Surya as he drives off. The night is still young. I look at the blanket of stars in the sky and back at Surya’s black car taking a turn and disappearing from my sight. We could have spent more time together. That's fine. I'm going to meet him tomorrow. Swinging my purse in my shoulder, I walk in through the metal gate. 

The trees on either side of the payment keep the house cold even in summer. “Should I tell the chef to heat up your dinner?” the old guard near the wooden door asks.

Most days I inform my staff about eating out, but today's date was a surprise. “No, I already ate,” I say, and enter the mansion.

Daddy doesn't like when I forget to tell the chef not to cook. He prefers not to waste food. I look at the round, maroon sofa in front of the wall-mounted television. It's empty. Had my father been here, he would have scolded me. And would have I fought back with him saying, just give it to someone who needs it, and he would have done it but not without complaining about it. I hated his scoldings, but now, I'll do anything to hear him complain. I won't talk back to him. It's been a month, yet it feels like forever. 

“Madam,” the old guard calls. 

“Yes.” I face him. 

“A police officer is at the gate. He wants to see you,” he says. 

There must be some new revelations about Daddy's case. “Let him in.”

The guard walks out and back in with officer Sid, who has been working on finding the attackers enters the house. Though he's somewhere in his twenties, the commissioner assured me he's one of the best. Till now, he hasn't found any solid lead on the case, so I highly doubt he's good. But today might be different. “Ms. Aisha, are you alright?” he asks

It's not like we are friends for him to care about my well-being. “Yes, why?”

“We got the news that you were attacked,” he says. 

A lot of people have spread rumours about me since my father’s news came out. It's mostly for attention. “As you can see, Officer, I'm doing well.”

His thick brows knit. “Your car crashed in the middle of the road, and a man's body was recovered from it.”

“What?” My lips part as I keep staring at Sid. I haven't heard anything from my staff about it. 

“We think someone deliberately messed up with the brakes. Do you have any idea who it could be?” he asks.

In an attempt to kill me, they ended up killing my driver. He died for no reason. It's all my fault. Words fade in my mouth. Maybe I'm overthinking, and he's still alive. My breaths turn heavy as I search my purse to find my phone. I'll just give him a call. 

“Ms. Aisha, why don't you sit down?” Sid says, pointing at the sofa. 

Ignoring him, I take out my mobile and dial my driver. It rings but no one answers. Sweat beads on my forehead as I stare at the officer.

“Who are you calling?” he asks. 

“My driver,” I mumble.

“Was he driving the car?”

Yes and now he's dead. They weren't even interested in hurting him, but they didn't hesitate to sacrifice him. Tears veil my eyes. I cover my mouth and spin around, looking away from Sid.

“Was he in the car at the time of the incident?” Sid asks. 

Tears stream down my cheeks. “Probably.” 

“We'll need a phone number or address of his family to verify his body,” Sid says. 

“I can give you that,” my guard answers. He moves in front of me. “Ma’am, why don't you take a seat?”

Without looking at him, I move towards the sofa. My legs shiver even when I sit. 

“I'll get you a glass of water,” the guard says, and walks to the kitchen door at the end of the room.

“Ms. Aisha, I’ll send a police constable to stay outside your house for the night,” Sid says, “for security reasons.  If you need anything, you can call me anytime. You have my number, right?”

Wiping my face, I look up at him. This is hard, but I've to at least try helping him in this case. “Yes. Do you have any questions for me?”

“How did you get home from work?” he asks. 

Thanks to Surya I'm saved, else I would have been cooked. There was no reason for them to hurt an innocent man. A knot forms in my throat. “I was on a date. He dropped me home.”

“Can you tell me who it was?” he asks. 

I nod. “Surya Seth.”

“How long have you known him?” he asks. 

I don't understand Sid’s questions. If anything, I'm saved because of Surya. “He's a childhood friend. Why are you asking? He was with me.”

“These are routine questions,” he says. 

My guard comes back with a glass of water. I gulp it down at once and pass it back to him. 

“Take care, Ms. Aisha,” he says, and steps back. “I'll get the information about your driver from your guard and keep you posted about this case.”

“Okay, Officer.”

He walks out with the guard.

There's nothing I can do until it's confirmed that the person who died was my driver. Every fiber of me wishes it's not him, but on the inside, I know I'm wrong.
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​Chapter 7
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Surya

––––––––
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I've been visiting Aisha everyday for the past week since her car crashed. The police think that the wires of her brakes were intentionally cut, and I believe them. Aisha is a billionaire. She owns multiple vehicles, and they are all taken for servicing regularly. Besides, the edges of the strings seemed cleanly sliced. In an accidental breakage, they are uneven.

There was no need for me to take her out that night. I just wanted a reason to be around her, and I'm glad I took her on a date. Had I not done that, she would have died like her driver. She seems shaken by his death. I don't understand how my team missed someone messing with her car. After the incident, I've increased surveillance around her house and office. Hopefully, it'll avoid further losses of lives.

This morning, I called Aisha telling her I'm coming to see her again. She thinks it's unnecessary, but I've to keep an eye on her for her own safety. Apart from it being my job, I feel like I need to give her some emotional support in such a situation. I stop the car in front of her gate. The guard lets me in. I drive ahead, looking at the tangerine sky. The sunset looks beautiful today. 

Parking in front of the door, I enter the house. The constable at the entrance tells me Aisha is in her bedroom. Even the police have increased her security. It's always good to have more people protecting her than less. I walk up the stairs running up from the center of the right wall to reach the first floor. There are only two rooms here, one belongs to Aisha and other to her father. 

I wonder how he would have felt about me visiting her daughter everyday. He might've thought I'm sleeping with her. The truth is, I haven't even kissed her. I would love to, but at the moment, she's my client. Once I catch the people trying to hurt her, I can take her out properly. I knock on Aisha’s door. 

She unlocks the room, and I see her looking so cute in pink pyjamas. She hugs me tight as though she has been waiting for it the entire day. I wrap my arm around her waist and kiss her temple. “You alright?” I ask.

“Yes,” she says, pressing her head against my chest.

Every time I hold her, she feels so tiny. I rub her cheek and feel wetness on my hand. Gently moving her back, I look into her tear-streaked face. I have been meeting her for the entire week, but she hasn't cried before. Something bad must have happened. “What's wrong?”

Without answering, she strides in and plops on the king-sized bed at the end. I enter and close the room behind. Just to be sure we are alone, I look around at the closed door of the restroom. The wind flows in from the windows on the east blowing the lacey curtains. If anyone wants to attack her, they can take an aim from here. I've told her multiple times to keep it shut, but she doesn't listen. 

Moving towards the windows, I close them and walk near Aisha crying on the bed. I sit next to her and wrap my hand around her shoulders. “What's wrong?”

“Nothing.” She shakes her head. “I just feel so stuck.”

Constantly being under surveillance can make people feel like they are in a prison. It's important for her safety though. I take her soft palm into mine and interlock fingers with her. “Once the police get to the culprits, it'll be over.”

“When will that happen?” She looks at me with red-swollen eyes. “Ever since Dad got attacked, I've been surrounded by people. And it has gotten worse after the car crash. I can't go anywhere, except my office and the hospital. Even there, I've like ten people constantly following me around.”

Going out of the regular places might make her feel comfortable. At the moment, I haven't arranged for security at any restaurant so I can't take her anywhere. It'll be too risky. “If you want, we can have lunch at this new Italian place tomorrow.”

“No.” She moves back. “I can't do it.”

“Why not?”

“What's the point?” She sniffs. “When I'll be surrounded by guards, watching me eat.”

That's something I can take care of. I squeeze her palms and look into her beautiful, black eyes. “They'll be out of your sight. I promise. You won't even notice them.”

For a second she keeps staring at me. “No, I can't. It's not safe.”

That's the reason I'm with her all the time. Even when I leave her house, I'm always nearby keeping an eye on everything from the outside. “The guards will be around the entire restaurant. Nothing bad will happen to you.”

“It's not about me.” A drop of tear rolls down her cheeks. “It's about you.”

I don't understand her. Wiping her tears, I cup her face. “What do you mean?”

She shivers and sucks in a deep breath. “Officer Sid says anyone who gets close to me can also get hurt. It's better if I avoid meeting people in public, especially friends and family. You should stop coming here. Or something bad might happen to you.”

That applies to a regular untrained person. I've been training most of my life to deal with such scenarios. Right now, she's my assignment. I smile, rubbing her cheeks. It's so cute she's worried about me. “Nothing will happen to me.”

Moving my hand, she stands and takes a few steps ahead. “No, Surya. This is serious. I can't put you in danger. You should stop seeing me.”

Even if she weren't my client, I don't think I would have left her sight. “Aisha, I'll be fine.”

Spreading her arms, she faces me. “That's what I thought too. Nothing bad is going to happen until they killed my...”

Words fade in her mouth as tears stream down her cheeks. Covering her lips, she turns around. Her driver. I can understand her fear. After what happened to her father, she must be shaken. And more attacks won't help easing her mind either. If she stays in one place too much, she's bound to overthink it. Cutting out people who care about her won't help her mental health. I believe she should avoid her family, but not me. I'm here to protect her.

Getting off the bed, I grab her hand and pull her closer. “I'm not leaving you.”

She cries and tries to free herself. “Just go.” Her voice gurgles. “I don't want to hurt you too.”

What happened to her driver is not her fault. She can't blame herself for it. I wrap my hand around her and lift her chin. There's so much pain in her eyes. I can't watch her like this. “Nothing bad will happen to us. I promise.”
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