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Sometimes the hardest thing is not facing the darkness—
but learning to trust the light beside you.

	 


Prologue

	 

	THREE YEARS AGO

	
Rowan stood stiffly in the corner, the delicate fabric of her father-approved dress feeling like a straitjacket. The staff he had hired had styled her to perfection, and she looked every bit the obedient daughter he wanted to present to the world. Yet, inside, she felt like she was crumbling. At twenty-seven, she couldn’t help but wonder how her life had come to this: an engagement to a man she despised, orchestrated by her domineering father. The thought of being married to Damian Hollowgrave made her stomach churn.

	 

	Worse, the previous night, fuelled by a volatile mix of anger at her father’s decree and far too much Tequila, she’d made the reckless decision to test the waters; hoping, absurdly, that there might be some semblance of physical compatibility with Damian. There wasn’t. The experience had been nothing short of a disaster, solidifying her worst fears: Damian was as selfish and narcissistic in bed as he was in every other aspect of his life. 

	 

	Taking a shaky breath, Rowan lifted her champagne flute, hoping the bubbles might soothe the nausea threatening to rise.

	 

	“Shouldn’t you be hanging off your fiancé’s arm?” a sneering voice broke through her thoughts.

	 

	Matilda. One of her father’s Keepers, who had made it no secret that she harboured her own ambitions for Damian’s attention.

	 

	“Fuck off, Matty,” Rowan said, her voice flat with exhaustion. “If you want Damian, you can have him.”

	 

	“Tsk, tsk,” Matilda chided, her lips curling in a mockery of a smile. “That’s no way for the First Daughter to talk about her future husband, is it?”

	 

	Rowan turned slowly, her expression cold as she faced the petite woman who seemed carved out of malice and ambition. “Listen, you and I both know this marriage is a sham. Damian will be working his way through the keepers before the ink on the marriage certificate dries. So you don’t have to worry about losing your fuck buddy—he’ll still make time for you.”

	 

	Matilda’s eyes widened in shock before narrowing into slits. She huffed and stormed off, her heels clicking sharply against the marble floor.

	 

	Rowan shook her head, feeling a flicker of dark satisfaction at the exchange, though it did little to improve her mood. Her mind spun with escape plans, all of which required resources she didn’t have. There was one last option—a lead from a contact on the dark web. If they came through, she might finally have a way out of this gilded prison.

	 

	“Ah, there you are, beautiful.” Damian’s oily voice yanked her back to the present. She forced the fakest smile she could muster as he approached.

	 

	“I’ve been here all night,” she said sweetly, her tone laced with venom.

	 

	“Be nice,” Damian drawled, slipping an arm possessively around her waist. “Tonight, you’re my loving fiancée. And if you’re lucky and behave, you might get another taste of the pleasure you enjoyed last night.”

	It took every ounce of restraint for Rowan not to recoil. Instead, she drained the rest of her champagne and allowed Damian to guide her toward the centre of the room, where her father, Fabian Fyrion, stood ready to make his grand announcement.

	 

	“Ladies and gentlemen!” Fabian called, tapping his glass with a butter knife. Rowan cringed at the cliché.

	“Thank you for joining us this evening to celebrate the engagement of my only daughter, Rowan, to Commander Damian Hollowgrave.”

	 

	The room erupted in applause. Damian leaned in for a kiss, but Rowan turned her cheek at the last second. The flicker of anger in his eyes made her smile inwardly.

	 

	“Rowan and Damian have known each other since childhood,” Fabian continued, his voice warm with feigned pride. “It seemed only natural that their bond would grow into something more. So it came as no surprise when they shared their plans to marry.”

	 

	Not plans. Orders, Rowan thought bitterly, keeping her polished smile firmly in place.

	 

	“As you all know, my Rowan is not one to wait around. So they have decided to forgo a long engagement and will be married at the end of the month.”

	 

	Rowan’s carefully controlled expression faltered, her jaw tightening in shock. Two weeks. She had two weeks to escape.

	 

	The room broke into cheers, and before she could regain her composure, Damian swept her into a dramatic dip. This time, she couldn’t dodge the kiss. His mouth crushed against hers, his tongue forcing its way inside. She fought to suppress the gag reflex, her stomach churning with champagne and disgust.

	Inside, her mind raced. Two weeks. It wasn’t much time, but it would have to be enough.

	 

	--- 

	 

	After the party finally ended, Rowan made her way through the labyrinthine halls of the mansion. The sprawling estate served as both her father’s home and the command centre for his operations, though it felt more like a gilded cage to her. She moved quickly, eager to strip off the garish dress that had been forced on her.

	 

	The sparkly pink ensemble wasn’t just uncomfortable—it was an insult to fashion. The halter neckline plunged dangerously low, secured only by tape, while the backless design made underwear an impossibility. The hem skimmed just below her knees, and the sky-high stilettos were more suitable for a medieval torture chamber than a party. She’d felt exposed all night, and not just because of the dress.

	Rowan’s skin crawled as she thought of the looks Damian had given her throughout the evening, his possessive smirk making her want to crawl out of her own skin. All she wanted now was a long, hot shower to scrub away the makeup and product caked on her skin and hair. Her father’s stylists had twisted her long blond hair into a cascade of ringlets—something she never would have done willingly. If it were up to her, she’d chop it all off tomorrow. But that, like everything else, wasn’t allowed.

	 

	As she neared her room, the sound of footsteps quickened behind her. She didn’t have to turn to know who it was.

	 

	“Are we continuing the party in your room or mine?” Damian’s smug voice cut through the quiet.

	“Neither,” Rowan said, not slowing her stride.

	 

	“You can’t show up dressed like that and expect me not to be turned on,” he said, closing the distance. “Last night was—”

	 

	“A mistake,” she interrupted, whirling to face him. His gaze raked over her, a leer plastered on his face as though he were mentally undressing her. “Let’s get this straight, Damian. Whatever arrangement you have with my father doesn’t mean I have to like you, and it certainly doesn’t entitle you to a sexual relationship. Last night was a drunken error, and it will not happen again.”

	 

	Damian’s face darkened, and before she could react, he shoved her against the wall. The air rushed out of her lungs as he pressed his body against hers, his large hands holding her arms to her side. To anyone looking on it would appear the engaged couple were having an intimate moment, the reality far more toxic.  

	 

	“Let me be clear, sweetheart,” he growled, his breath hot against her face. “When we’re married, you will fulfil all the duties of a wife—including in my bed. Your opinions on the matter? Completely irrelevant. You will give me a male heir, and you will warm my bed every night. Understand?”

	 

	Rowan’s stomach churned as his words sank in, each one driving a nail into her resolve.

	 

	“And don’t think you can wiggle out of this arrangement,” Damian continued, his grip tightening momentarily for emphasis. “Until the wedding, I’ll give you space. Consider it my gift to you. But come the wedding night? There won’t be anywhere to run.”

	 

	To her horror, he leaned in and ran his tongue along her cheek before releasing her. She recoiled, unable to suppress a shudder of revulsion.

	 

	“Sweet dreams, fiancée,” he sneered before striding off down the hall, leaving Rowan pressed against the wall, her knees weak.

	 

	She stayed there for several moments, her breathing uneven as she fought to regain her composure. A cold determination settled over her like a steel veil. This wasn’t just about escaping a bad marriage anymore. This was about survival. Two weeks. That was all the time she had to finalize her plan. Her contact on the dark web had promised to deliver the resources she needed, but delays could cost her everything. She clenched her fists, her nails digging into her palms as she pushed herself off the wall.

	 

	Damian thought he’d won. Her father thought she was trapped. But they had underestimated her.

	I will not stay here. I will not belong to anyone.

	 

	Her resolve was unshakable now. She’d do whatever it took, pay whatever price was necessary. If she couldn’t escape this gilded prison on her own, she’d find someone who could help her burn it to the ground.

	--- 

	The grand ballroom of the Fyrion estate was thick with unease. The string quartet had stopped playing, their instruments resting awkwardly in their laps as murmurs rippled through the crowd. Rows of gilded chairs faced an altar that stood empty, its cascading white flowers a mockery of the day's shattered plans.

	The bride was missing.

	 

	In Fabian Fyrion’s study, the atmosphere was suffocating. The lavish room—lined with dark wood panelling and adorned with priceless art—felt more like a trap than a sanctuary as he paced furiously, his carefully composed demeanour cracking. Damian Hollowgrave stood near the window, his arms crossed and his expression hard.

	 

	“Do you have any idea what this looks like?” Damian’s voice was low but razor-sharp. “They’re all out there, waiting. Dozens of people all here to watch your daughter make a mockery of us.”

	 

	Fabian stopped mid-stride, turning his icy gaze on Damian. “Don’t presume to lecture me. I know exactly what this looks like. And I will not allow her to make a fool of me.”

	 

	Damian’s jaw tightened, his frustration barely concealed. “She couldn’t have just vanished. Not with this many people here. Not today.”

	 

	Fabian’s expression darkened. “She had help. There’s no other explanation. Someone orchestrated this. Someone bold enough to betray me under my own roof.” He ran a hand down his perfectly tailored jacket, as if smoothing it would somehow restore control.

	 

	Damian stepped closer, his voice cold and calculated. “We need to contain this. Announce a postponement. An illness. Anything to buy time. Let the Keepers scour the estate and the city. She couldn’t have gotten far.”

	 

	Fabian turned sharply to the two Keepers standing near the door, their postures rigid, their faces impassive. “You heard him. Start with the estate—every room, every corridor. Lock down the gates and every exit. No one leaves without being questioned. Then sweep Ravenholt. Every hole she might crawl into.”

	 

	The Keepers nodded and exited swiftly, their boots striking the marble floor with purpose.

	Fabian returned his focus to Damian, his voice seething with controlled fury. “Make no mistake. Whoever helped her will face consequences that will make them wish they’d never been born. No one defies me without paying the price.”

	 

	“And when we find her?” Damian asked, his tone sharp.

	 

	Fabian’s gaze was colder than the marble beneath their feet. “We will find her. She is my daughter, and she will learn what happens when you embarrass this family.”

	 

	Outside the study, the buzz of murmuring guests grew louder. Fabian’s stomach churned at the thought of facing them, of spinning a story that wouldn’t leave him the subject of whispered ridicule. He adjusted his cufflinks and squared his shoulders, his face a mask of composure.

	 

	“Let’s go,” he said, the fury in his tone carefully hidden beneath a veil of calm. “The guests are waiting.”

	 

	--- 

	 

	Rowan sat hunched in her seat, the low hum of the train blending with the rhythmic clatter of wheels against the tracks. She kept her head down, the brim of her hat casting a shadow over her face. Beneath it, her long blond hair was tucked out of sight.

	 

	The slim envelope from her contact, Shade, sat in her lap. Inside were the essentials of her new life: an ID card with the name Emma Aspen, a bank card preloaded with enough money to settle her in a new city, and the address of a safe house where she could lie low. Shade had come through, just as promised, every detail meticulously arranged. Rowan couldn’t allow herself to dwell on the cost; it didn’t matter. What mattered was that she was free.

	 

	The train swayed gently as it sped away from Ravenholt, the high rises shrinking in the distance. Rowan let her gaze linger on the city’s skyline—glittering towers and sprawling estates—the place that had held her captive for so long. It was shrinking now, becoming smaller and less imposing with every mile.

	 

	She shifted in her seat, trying to make herself as inconspicuous as possible. Her clothes, plain and unremarkable, were a far cry from the elaborate gown her father had chosen as her wedding gown. 

	 

	They’d be realizing by now. The guests, the Keepers, her Father, Damian; she imagined the chaos unfolding at the estate. The humiliation. The anger. She could picture her father’s face, red with rage, and Damian’s cold fury. The thought sent a nervous shiver through her, but a small smile also played across her lips. She was here, on this train, moving further from them with every passing moment.

	She glanced down at the ID card, the name Emma Aspen staring back at her in neat black print. It felt strange, foreign, but she would learn to answer to it. She had to.

	 

	For the first time, she allowed herself a deep breath, her chest rising and falling as the weight of her old life began to lift. She wasn’t Fabian Fyrion’s daughter anymore. She wasn’t Damian Hollowgrave’s fiancée. She wasn’t the First Daughter of Igniscord.

	 

	She was Emma Aspen, a stranger in her own skin, and this was her chance to be whoever she wanted to be.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 1

	 

	Emma sat at her computer screen, one ear on the music, the other listening out for her son James who she had put down for a nap half an hour before. She was trying to crack into a bank’s system, looking for any vulnerabilities in the system. Her work as a white-hat hacker had been her saving grace after leaving Ravenholt. It allowed her to operate in secrecy, leaving no trace—digital or physical—of her true identity. Through her dark web contact, Shade, she had meticulously constructed a new life, one that was virtually untraceable. Shade’s expertise had ensured that her current identity was airtight, shielding her from prying eyes. For that, she would be forever grateful. It was a fragile shield, but so far, it had held.

	After fleeing Ravenholt, Emma had spent months living in constant motion, jumping from city to city, too afraid to stay anywhere for longer than a couple of weeks. Every shadow felt like a threat, every stranger a potential pursuer. But everything changed when she discovered she was pregnant. For the sake of her child, she knew she had to stop running and build a stable life—something she’d never truly had herself.

	 

	James’s father was a narcissistic manipulator of the worst kind, someone Emma wanted no trace of in their lives. Her own upbringing had been no better, a series of cold calculations and political moves masquerading as parenting. But Emma was determined her child’s life would be different. He would grow up in a loving home, shielded from the chaos and manipulation that had defined her past.

	 

	She chose Havenford, a quiet city with just enough anonymity to blend into. With Shade’s help, she found a light-filled loft apartment that felt open and safe. Shade had also been instrumental in helping her establish herself as a white-hat hacker for hire, crafting a secure and anonymous system that allowed her to work without fear of exposure. Her clients never knew who she really was, and every payment was carefully routed through a complex web of proxies and encrypted accounts. Even Shade, for all their expertise, only knew the identity she had constructed—not the one she had left behind.

	 

	To repay Shade for their help, Emma agreed to work with a group dedicated to helping victims of domestic abuse disappear from their abusers. Her skills proved invaluable—creating identities and backstories that could withstand the highest scrutiny. She didn’t stop there. Emma also gathered evidence of the abuse to pass on to law enforcement or, when necessary, the media, ensuring that the abusers faced justice.

	 

	Over time, Emma took on a more active role in Havenford, stepping out from behind her computer to assist directly with extractions. She would help victims leave dangerous situations and guide them toward a new life. It was during one such mission that she met Jensen Hawthorne, a local police officer.

	Jensen had been called to a domestic disturbance where Emma was helping a young man escape his abusive partner. The woman had tried to shift the blame onto her boyfriend, but Emma had come prepared. She presented irrefutable evidence—footage from a doorbell camera and strategically placed webcams in the home—that left no doubt about the truth. Jensen had been impressed by her meticulous work and slightly unnerved by her resourcefulness.

	 

	Since that day, Jensen had become one of her closest friends. He understood her mission, respected her boundaries, and often babysat James when Emma needed to handle extractions personally. What started as a cautious alliance had grown into a deep, unwavering friendship. 

	
A flicker of movement in the doorway pulled her from her thoughts. Hades, her sleek black cat, padded into the room, her emerald eyes fixed on her with silent insistence. Emma smiled, her fingers slowing on the keyboard. She didn’t need her to meow or nudge her—she knew exactly why she was there.

	 

	She pushed back her chair, glancing at the baby monitor. Sure enough, James’s small, sleepy voice was beginning to stir. Hades leapt onto the desk, watching her with a regal air as if to ensure she got the message.

	 

	“Alright, alright,” Emma muttered, giving her head a quick scratch as she stood. She stretched, feeling the familiar tug of maternal responsibility pulling her away from her digital work. “Guess the bank’s secrets will have to wait.”

	 

	“Hey, my beautiful boy! Did you have a good nap?” Emma cooed as she stepped into the nursery. James stood at the crib’s side, clutching the rail with tiny hands, his light blond hair sticking up in a chaotic array that made Emma smile.

	 

	His face lit up at the sight of her, his wide grin sending a familiar warmth through her chest. Her heart did a little flip, as it always did when he looked at her like that. She scooped him up, planting a kiss on his cheek as his small arms wrapped around her neck. She was endlessly grateful he’d taken after her in looks—soft, bright features rather than the sharp, brooding visage of his father.

	 

	Holding him close, Emma carried James into the open-plan living space, nuzzling his soft cheek as he giggled, the sound like music to her ears. She breathed in his sweet baby scent, a comforting mix of baby powder and something uniquely James, and made her way to the playpen.

	 

	“There you go, buddy,” she said, placing him gently inside with his favourite plush fox. He immediately began chewing on the toy’s ear, entertaining himself as Emma moved to the kitchen to prepare a snack for him and grab some much-needed coffee.

	 

	The kettle whirred softly, and Emma leaned against the counter, her mind briefly running through the rest of her day. The sharp ping of her phone broke her thoughts, signalling someone had exited the elevator onto her floor. Emma picked up her device and glanced at the security feed. A smile tugged at her lips when she saw her best friend Tara approaching the front door.

	 

	“Guess who’s here to see you,” Emma called over her shoulder to James, who babbled back in his baby language. She opened the door just as Tara raised her hand to put the key she had in the lock.

	 

	“Hey, Em,” Tara greeted, pulling Emma into a quick hug.

	 

	“Hey, T,” Emma replied warmly, returning the embrace. “Thanks for babysitting this afternoon. The situation with Linda has escalated, and we need to get her out of the city ASAP.”

	 

	“It’s no big deal,” Tara said, waving it off. “You know I love spending time with my pseudo-nephew.” She moved past Emma and made a beeline for the playpen.

	 

	“James, my man! What is happening with your hair, dude?” Tara teased, lifting James from the pen and planting a kiss on his chubby cheek. James burst into giggles as Tara playfully tried to smooth down his hair, only for him to mess it up again, turning it into the funniest game in the world.

	 

	Emma leaned against the counter, watching the two with a laugh. She didn’t have blood family nearby, but Tara and Jensen more than filled that void. They were better than family—they’d chosen each other.

	 

	“You want a coffee?” Emma asked as she returned to the kitchen to finish her task.

	 

	“Absolutely,” Tara replied. She turned serious for a moment. “Jensen’s going with you this afternoon, right?”

	 

	Emma nodded as she poured the hot water into her mug. “He is. And officially, too. If Linda’s husband shows up or things go sideways, he’ll be there to help.”

	 

	“Good,” Tara said firmly. “I don’t like the idea of you facing down some abusive piece of shit on your own.”

	 

	Emma smirked. “I can handle myself, T.”

	 

	“Oh, I know you can,” Tara said, her tone teasing now. “But I also know you have a temper when it comes to these guys, and I’d rather not have to explain to James here why Mummy’s in jail.”

	 

	Emma laughed, carrying the coffees to the sofa where Tara had settled with James. “Fair point.”

	 

	James wiggled out of Tara’s lap and toddled over to Hades, who had perched on a sunlit patch of the rug. The cat flicked its tail lazily as James sat down in front of her, babbling happily as if deep in conversation with the feline.

	 

	“What time do you need to head out?” Tara asked, sipping her coffee.

	 

	“I’ve got about half an hour,” Emma replied. “Jensen’s meeting me at Linda’s place. We’ll get her packed and on the train by five, so I should be back here by six at the latest.”

	 

	“No rush. I’ve got no plans tonight,” Tara said, though her tone carried a hint of something more.

	 

	Emma caught it and raised an eyebrow. “T, if you’re angling for Jensen details, you’re not exactly subtle.”

	 

	“Why would I care about that?” Tara asked, feigning innocence.

	 

	“Because you’re besotted with him and too scared to admit it,” Emma shot back with a grin.

	 

	“Says the celibate one over here,” Tara countered, smirking.

	 

	“Hey, I don’t date by choice. The only man I need in my life is that little hellion over there.” Emma gestured to James, who was now gleefully tugging on Hades’s tail. The cat, endured it with a saintly patience. Both women burst into laughter, the moment dissolving into easy, casual conversation. For now, the looming challenges of the day felt a little lighter in the warmth of their companionship.

	
--- 

	 

	Emma sat in her car, parked just down the street from a modest suburban house on the outskirts of the city. She tapped her fingers on the steering wheel, her eyes fixed on the front door. She was waiting for Jensen, as promised, before making her move. But when the door flew open and Linda came running out, her face bruised and her lip split, waiting was no longer an option. Emma shoved the car door open and sprinted toward Linda, who had stumbled and fallen onto the lawn in her frantic escape.

	 

	“Linda!” Emma called, kneeling beside her. “Are you okay? What happened?”

	 

	Linda looked up, her face streaked with tears. “He came home early and caught me packing,” she said, her voice trembling between sobs.

	 

	“Where is he now?”

	 

	“I’m right here, bitch,” an angry voice snarled behind her.

	 

	Emma turned sharply to see Martin, Linda’s husband, standing in the doorway, a baseball bat gripped tightly in his hand. His face was contorted with rage, his eyes locked on Linda. Emma’s temper flared, a cold fury rising within her. She straightened, positioning herself between Martin and Linda.

	 

	“What are you planning to do with that bat, Martin?” she asked, her voice calm and icy. “You gonna beat your wife on the front lawn for the whole neighbourhood to see?”

	 

	“She doesn’t get to leave me!” he roared, pointing the bat at Linda, who cowered behind Emma.

	 

	“She can do whatever the hell she wants,” Emma shot back, stepping forward. Her voice was steady, deliberate. “She can leave you. She can divorce you. And she can file criminal charges against you for everything you’ve done.”

	 

	Martin’s furious gaze snapped to Emma, just as she’d intended. His attention shifted from Linda, giving her a chance to recover.

	 

	“This is none of your business,” he spat, his face reddening, veins bulging in his neck.

	 

	“It became my business when Linda asked for my help,” Emma said firmly. “And I’m not going anywhere.”

	 

	“You won’t be much help when I knock you into next week,” Martin sneered, raising the bat slightly.

	 

	Emma tilted her head, a faint smile playing on her lips. “Bigger, scarier, and more highly trained men than you have tried and failed, Martin. You don’t scare me. I see you for exactly what you are.”

	 

	Martin barked a laugh, taking a step closer. “What are you gonna do, little girl? Fight me yourself?”

	 

	Emma took another step toward him, her expression serene. “I don’t need to fight you,” she said evenly. “Although, trust me, I could hold my own. See my car over there?” She gestured toward the vehicle parked at the curb.

	 

	“There’s a camera inside that’s been recording everything since you walked out that door. Oh, and this?” She pointed to the small button on her top. “It’s a body cam, uploading footage in real time. Every word, every action, it’s all been saved. With one tap on my phone, that footage, along with all the hospital records and the other evidence I’ve gathered, will be sent to your employer, your family, your friends, and, if I’m feeling particularly vindictive, the media. How do you think the community will feel about their ‘upstanding businessman’ being caught beating his wife on the front lawn?”

	 

	Martin hesitated, his grip tightening on the bat.

	 

	“You wouldn’t dare,” he growled.

	 

	Emma raised an eyebrow. “You want to risk it?”

	 

	Martin lunged, reaching for her hair, but Emma had anticipated the move. Her short pixie cut left him with nothing to grab, and she ducked easily under his arm. Pivoting, she drove a sharp punch into his solar plexus, making him double over with a wheeze. Before he could recover, she delivered a swift kick between his shoulder blades, sending him sprawling face-first onto the lawn.

	 

	“Emma!” Jensen’s voice rang out from the curb.

	 

	“Nice of you to show up,” Emma called, keeping her foot planted firmly on Martin’s back.

	 

	“I got held up,” Jensen said, jogging over. He took in the scene with a raised brow. “I thought this was supposed to be a simple extraction.”

	 

	“That was the plan,” Emma said flatly. “But Martin decided to come home early and remind Linda why she needs to leave.”

	 

	Jensen nodded, pulling out his handcuffs. “I see that.”

	 

	Linda approached cautiously, holding her stomach. Her eyes darted between Emma, Jensen, and Martin, who groaned on the ground. “Is it over?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

	 

	Emma softened, stepping away from Martin as Jensen secured him. “Yes, it’s over,” she assured her. “Officer Hawthorne here is arresting Martin for assault. And we will get you somewhere safe he can never touch you again.”

	 

	Linda nodded, her body trembling as the adrenaline wore off. She opened her mouth to speak but swayed on her feet and collapsed.

	 

	Emma caught her just in time, lowering her gently to the ground. “Jensen, we need an ambulance.”

	 

	He was already on his radio. “It’s on the way.”

	 

	Emma glanced down at Linda, brushing hair from her face. “You’re going to be okay,” she murmured. “We’ll make sure of it.”

	 

	---

	 

	Sebastian and his partner Mike pulled up to the suburban house, the flashing lights of their ambulance casting long shadows over the neatly trimmed lawn. The scene they encountered was anything but ordinary. His best friend and police officer Jensen Hawthorne was kneeling beside a woman lying unconscious on the ground, while a curvaceous woman with a blonde pixie cut stood a few feet away, glaring down at a handcuffed man sprawled face-first on the grass. The tension in the air was palpable.

	 

	“Uh… hey, J,” Seb greeted, his voice tinged with confusion as he stepped out of the ambulance.

	 

	“Hey, Seb,” Jensen replied briskly, his tone all business. “This is Linda. Beaten by that sack of shit over there. She collapsed, but she’s breathing.”

	 

	“Right,” Seb said, nodding. “Let me see what we’re dealing with. Mike, grab the kit.”

	 

	The two paramedics moved quickly, dropping down beside Linda to check her vitals. As Seb unbuttoned her shirt to assess the extent of her injuries, both he and Mike froze, their collective intake of breath sharp and audible.

	 

	Her torso was a canvas of pain—deep purple bruises covering her ribs, fading into yellowed edges of older injuries. But it was the burn scars under her breasts that stopped them cold.

	 

	“Jesus,” Mike muttered under his breath, his usual composure faltering.

	 

	“Mike,” Seb said firmly, his voice cutting through the tension, “get the gurney and radio Havenford General. Let them know we’re bringing in a critical domestic abuse case. Ask for Dr. Megan Swansen to meet us at the bay.”

	 

	 

	Mike nodded, hurrying back to the ambulance, while Seb continued to examine Linda with meticulous care. He was methodical, but he couldn’t help the simmering anger building in his chest as he catalogued the marks of long-term abuse. The sound of raised voices behind him broke his focus.

	 

	“You fucking piece of shit!” The shout came from the blonde woman, her voice dripping with fury. “What did you do to her?”

	 

	Seb looked up just in time to see the woman lunging at the handcuffed man who now stood a few feet from her. Her movements were fast, fuelled by pure anger, but Jensen reacted just as quickly. Wrapping his arms around her waist, he lifted her off the ground, pulling her back before she could reach her target.

	“Em, chill!” Jensen said firmly, his voice low but steady.

	 

	Her legs kicked in frustration as she twisted in his grip, but she couldn’t break free. “He deserves worse than this!” she shouted, her voice trembling with rage.

	 

	“He’s been arrested,” Jensen reminded her calmly. “And between the evidence here and what you’ve already sent us, he’ll get what’s coming to him. But you need to let us handle it, or I’ll have to arrest you too. How do you think I’m going to explain that to T and James?”

	 

	The mention of James seemed to deflate her anger, and she stopped struggling. “Fine,” she spat, her tone still fiery as Jensen set her back on the ground. She shot one last glare at Martin before turning toward Seb and Linda.

	 

	“Will she be okay?” she asked, her voice softer now, almost hesitant.

	 

	Seb looked up at her, meeting eyes filled with concern and guilt. “Physically, she’ll recover,” he said gently. “But this…” He gestured toward Linda’s battered torso. “This tells a long story. She’s got a tough psychological journey ahead.”

	 

	The woman wrapped her arms around herself, her fierce exterior giving way to vulnerability. Seb didn’t know why, but something about her struck a chord. For a fleeting moment, he had the urge to pull her into a comforting hug, to let her know it wasn’t her burden alone to bear.

	 

	“Dr. Swansen will meet us at the bay,” Mike called, returning with the gurney.

	 

	Seb snapped back to reality, refocusing on his patient. With careful hands, he and Mike loaded Linda onto the stretcher and secured her for transport.

	 

	“She’s stable,” Seb reassured the blonde woman as they wheeled Linda toward the ambulance. “She’ll be in good hands.”

	 

	The woman nodded, watching silently as the ambulance pulled away, its lights disappearing down the street. Behind her, Jensen walked up, his hands in his pockets. “That was… interesting,” he said, a teasing lilt to his voice.

	 

	“What?” Emma asked, still staring after the ambulance.

	 

	“Oh, just you and Seb,” Jensen said casually, his smirk barely contained.

	 

	Emma turned, her brow furrowing. “What are you talking about?”

	 

	“The chemistry between you two,” Jensen replied, his grin widening.

	 

	“There’s no chemistry,” Emma said flatly, crossing her arms. “You’re imagining things.”

	 

	“Whatever you say,” Jensen said with a shrug, chuckling to himself as he headed for his car. “I’ll pop by after my shift. We’ll need your statement.”

	 

	“No problem,” Emma called after him, a smirk creeping into her voice. “T’s at the apartment.”

	 

	Jensen waved her off, still laughing as he climbed into his cruiser.

	 

	Emma shook her head, heading back to her own car. 

	 

	---

	 

	“How did it go?” Tara asked as Emma walked through the door, her voice a mix of curiosity and concern.

	Emma didn’t answer right away. Instead, she let out a deep, weary breath and headed straight to James, who was happily stacking blocks on the living room floor. Scooping him up, she held him close, burying her face in his soft hair and inhaling his comforting scent.

	 

	“That bad?” Tara interpreted, watching the exchange with a worried expression.

	 

	“It went sideways, yeah,” Emma admitted, her voice muffled against James’s head. She pulled back and kissed his cheek before setting him gently back down to play. Straightening up, she turned to Tara, her face a mix of anger and exhaustion. “Her husband was there. He was beating the shit out of her when I arrived.”

	 

	Tara’s mouth dropped open. “Are you serious?”

	 

	Emma nodded grimly and began pacing, recounting the night’s events in vivid detail—how she’d found Linda, the confrontation with Martin, and the horrifying injuries they’d uncovered when the paramedics arrived.

	 

	“Jenson’s coming over later to take my statement,” Emma added, her pacing slowing. “And I’ll head to the hospital tomorrow to check on Linda while James is at nursery.”

	 

	Tara shook her head in disbelief, sinking back into the couch. “That poor woman. Em, how did you not just… beat the crap out of that bastard?”

	 

	Emma stopped pacing, crossing her arms and tilting her head with a hint of petulance. “Jenson stopped me,” she said, her tone laced with frustration.

	 

	Tara couldn’t help but laugh. “Of course he did. Always playing the straight-laced cop.”

	 

	Emma’s lips twitched into a reluctant smile, but it quickly faded as she collapsed onto the sofa next to Tara. She slumped back, her head resting against the cushions as she stared at the ceiling.

	 

	“It was bad, T,” she admitted, her voice breaking slightly. “Really bad. I wanted to kill him for what he’d done. For what he’s been doing to her for God knows how long.”

	 

	Tara’s expression softened, and she reached over to pull Emma into a comforting hug. “I know, hun. But you’ve got to let the police handle this. As much as I love your fire, this isn’t a fight you should take on yourself.”

	 

	“I know,” Emma murmured, leaning into Tara’s embrace. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t make his life a living hell in other ways.”

	 

	When Emma pulled back, the mischievous glint in her eye caught Tara’s attention. “Emma,” Tara warned, her tone teasing but tinged with real caution.

	 

	“What?” Emma asked, feigning innocence.

	 

	“Remind me never to piss you off,” Tara said, shaking her head with a laugh.

	 

	The two women burst into laughter, the sound easing the tension that had hung over the evening like a heavy cloud. Emma exhaled deeply and sat up straighter. “Thanks, T. For watching James, for being here. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

	 

	Tara waved her off with a smile. “You’d manage, but I’m glad I can help. Now, go clean up or grab a drink or something. I’ve got James covered for a little while longer.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	



CHAPTER 2


	 

	The next morning, Emma dropped James off at daycare. Although she worked from home, she wanted him to have friends and socialize with other children, so he attended three days a week. The arrangement also gave her time to focus on extractions and the more hands-on aspects of the relocation program.

	 

	After leaving the daycare, Emma headed straight to the hospital. She’d put together a small care package for Linda, including toiletries, snacks, and other comforting items she hoped might make her stay more bearable. While Linda recovered, Emma wanted to reassure her that Martin was in custody and that their plan to relocate her with a new identity was still in place, should she choose to proceed.

	 

	At the hospital reception, Emma checked in to find out where Linda was being treated. Domestic violence cases required restricted access, but Jenson had ensured Emma was on the approved list. At the ward’s desk, she spoke with the nurse, who provided an update on Linda’s condition.

	 

	The news was sobering. Martin’s attack had left Linda with broken ribs and a ruptured spleen, which explained her collapse the night before. While her injuries had been treated successfully, her recovery would be long. Emma’s anger flared at the details, but she forced herself to remain calm, knowing the nurse wasn’t at fault.

	 

	She made her way to Linda’s room and knocked gently on the door, hesitant to disturb her if she was resting.

	 

	“Come in,” a faint voice called.

	 

	Emma pushed the door open, plastering on her best smile. “Hey,” she said warmly.

	 

	Linda winced as she adjusted herself on the bed. “Hi, Emma.”

	 

	“How are you feeling?” Emma asked, sitting beside her.

	 

	“Sore,” Linda admitted, her voice trembling. “But so incredibly grateful you were there. I think… I think he would’ve killed me.” Tears welled in her eyes, her hands clutching the blanket tightly.

	 

	“Hey, hey,” Emma said softly, reaching out to take Linda’s hand. “That monster is in jail, and he’s not getting out anytime soon. Officer Hawthorne assured me there’s no bail, so you’re safe.”

	 

	“For now,” Linda whispered. “But eventually, he’ll get out. And then what?”

	 

	Emma squeezed her hand tightly. “Then you’ll be relocated. A new name, a fresh start—everything we talked about is still yours if you want it.”

	 

	Linda nodded, tears slipping down her cheeks. “I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.”

	 

	“You don’t need to repay me,” Emma said firmly. “Just live a long, happy life. Find someone who loves you the way you deserve to be loved.”

	 

	The two women talked a little longer, Emma showing Linda photos of James and Hades, her cat, to lighten the mood. Linda’s laughter was hesitant at first but grew more genuine with each passing moment. Before leaving, Emma placed the care package on the bedside table.

	 

	“I brought you a few things to make your stay easier,” she said. “If there’s anything you want from the house, let me know. I’ll grab it for you.”

	 

	“There’s nothing in that house I want,” Linda said with conviction. “It’s all tainted. I need to start fresh.”

	 

	“That’s a good plan,” Emma agreed with a small smile.

	 

	Eventually, Dr. Swansen came in to check on Linda, and Emma excused herself, promising to visit again soon. As she stepped into the hallway, she collided with someone solid.

	 

	“Oh!” Emma exclaimed, startled.

	 

	Strong hands steadied her, and she looked up to find Seb standing in front of her, clipboard in hand. His blue eyes widened slightly in recognition.

	 

	“Emma, right?” he said, his voice low.

	 

	“Yeah,” she replied, brushing herself off. “Seb, isn’t it? You were with Linda last night.”

	 

	“That’s me,” he said with a faint, awkward smile. “How’s she doing?”

	 

	“She’s strong,” Emma said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Sore and shaken, but she’ll get through it. Thanks to you and your partner.”

	 

	Seb’s mouth twitched in a half-smile. “Just doing our job. Sounds like you did most of the heavy lifting.”

	 

	Emma shrugged, a faint blush creeping up her neck. “I was just there at the right time.”

	 

	For a moment, neither of them spoke. The silence stretched, charged with something neither could name but both could feel. Seb cleared his throat, shifting slightly as if to break the tension.

	 

	“You do this often?” he asked, his voice tinged with curiosity.

	 

	“What, run into paramedics in hallways?” Emma quipped, trying to deflect the unexpected intensity of his gaze.

	 

	He chuckled softly, scratching the back of his neck. “No, I mean… helping people like this. Getting involved in situations most people would avoid.”

	 

	Emma hesitated, caught off guard by the sincerity in his tone. “I guess you could say that. Someone has to.”

	 

	Seb nodded, but his eyes lingered on her longer than they should have. “Well, keep doing what you’re doing. The world needs more people like you.”

	 

	Emma shifted uncomfortably under his gaze, her heartbeat quickening. “Same to you,” she said, her voice quieter than she intended. As she turned to walk away, she felt his eyes on her. Seb stood rooted in place, watching her retreating form, drawn to her in a way he couldn’t explain.

	 

	The night before had left him unsettled, and he couldn’t shake the instinctive pull he felt toward her. It wasn’t just admiration—something deeper had stirred within him when he saw her fury and compassion in equal measure. His usual professionalism had wavered, his instinct to comfort and protect her overriding everything else.

	 

	What was it about her that had gotten under his skin? He shook his head as if to clear it, his grip tightening on his clipboard as he forced himself to head toward Linda’s room. But the image of Emma lingered, and for the first time in a long while, Seb felt like he was stepping into something far more complicated than he was prepared for.

	 

	--- 

	 

	Later that day, Seb was in the Keepers’ compound, sparring with Jensen during their regular training session. Kael Rhyden, recently returned from a secondment to the Daranthas Keepers, had briefed them about the device Fyrion’s people had used to neutralize the Daranthas’ Aelorian weapons. The discovery had put everyone on edge, and Kael had insisted his teams focus on traditional hand-to-hand combat and carry more conventional weapons alongside their Aelorian gear. No one wanted to be caught off guard.

	 

	Seb and Jensen were locked in a fast-paced Krav Maga session, their movements precise and fluid. Sweat dripped down their faces as Jensen threw a quick jab. Seb blocked with an instinctive upward parry, countering with a low kick aimed at Jensen’s shin. Jensen sidestepped, grabbing Seb’s wrist and twisting it in a controlled joint lock.

	 

	“Not bad,” Jensen grunted, applying just enough pressure to push Seb back. “But you’re getting predictable.”

	 

	Seb smirked, twisting out of the hold and dropping low to sweep Jensen’s legs. Jensen stumbled but recovered quickly, spinning to deliver a palm strike aimed at Seb’s chest.

	 

	“You’re one to talk,” Seb retorted, sidestepping and grabbing Jensen’s arm, pulling him into a mock chokehold. “I’ve seen this move from you at least five times today.”

	 

	Jensen elbowed Seb in the ribs to break the hold, both men stepping back to reset. They circled each other, breathing heavily but grinning despite themselves.

	 

	“You’ve got speed, I’ll give you that,” Jensen said, feinting a strike and shifting into a grappling stance.

	“And you’ve got old tricks,” Seb replied, blocking the feint and countering with a quick strike to Jensen’s midsection.

	 

	After a few more exchanges, Jensen called it. “Alright, enough. I don’t want Kael coming in here and finding us too bruised to do our jobs.”

	 

	Seb stepped back, wiping sweat from his brow with a towel. “Fair,” he said, leaning against the wall. “Besides, I need to ask you something.”

	 

	Jensen raised an eyebrow as he grabbed his water bottle. “About what?”

	 

	“About Emma,” Seb said casually, though there was an edge of curiosity in his tone. He wasn’t sure why she was still on his mind, but she was. “She seems… interesting.”

	 

	Jensen gave him a wary look. “Interesting how?”

	 

	Seb shrugged. “I don’t know. She’s clearly not someone who scares easily. Most people wouldn’t step into the kind of situation she did last night. Plus, she’s sharp. I don’t meet many people like that.”

	 

	Jensen smirked, taking a long drink of water before responding. “Yeah, she’s sharp, alright. Single mum, too.”

	 

	Seb’s expression shifted, intrigued. “Really? How old’s her kid?”

	 

	“James. Three years old,” Jensen replied. “Cute little guy. Spitting image of her.”

	 

	“No family around?” Seb asked, his curiosity deepening.

	 

	“Nope,” Jensen said, leaning against the wall. “She’s pretty much on her own. Moved to Havenford a couple of years ago. Does some kind of cyber work—freelance stuff, I think. She doesn’t talk much about it.”

	 

	Seb frowned slightly, his instincts piqued. “What about James’s father?”

	 

	Jensen’s smirk faded, and his tone grew serious. “All I know is that he died before James was born. Emma’s never said much about it, and I’ve never pressed her. She’s good at keeping things close to the chest.”

	 

	Seb nodded, absorbing the information. There was more to Emma than met the eye, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that she carried heavier burdens than she let on.

	 

	“You seem pretty protective of her,” Seb said after a pause.

	 

	Jensen shrugged, a rare softness crossing his features. “She’s a friend, and she’s been through enough. She’s tough as hell, but everyone needs a little backup sometimes.”

	 

	Seb didn’t reply immediately, but something about Jensen’s words stuck with him. He couldn’t quite explain why he was so drawn to Emma. The way she’d handled herself with Linda and even their brief, awkward conversation at the hospital had left a mark on him. It wasn’t just admiration—there was something else, something unspoken.

	 

	Jensen clapped him on the shoulder, breaking his thoughts. “Alright, lover boy, let’s get cleaned up before Kael finds us slacking.”

	 

	Seb rolled his eyes, but his mind lingered on Emma as they left the training room. He wasn’t sure what it was about her, but he had a feeling he wasn’t done figuring it out. As both men were leaving the training area after showering, Unit Commander Kael Rhyden called out from his office.

	 

	“Kane, a word,” Kael’s deep voice carried through the corridor.

	 

	“What’ve you done now?” Jensen teased, slapping Seb on the shoulder.

	 

	“Nothing… as far as I know,” Seb replied, though his nerves prickled. Kael was a solid commander—respectful, fair, and focused. But with the developments surrounding the Archive and Fabian Fyrion, he had grown noticeably more intense. Seb knew Kael had been working closely with Madeline Mackenzie, fiancée of Eric Daranthas and the Guardian pair of Aelindor. After Fyrion’s attempts to kill Eric to get to Madeline, tensions were higher than ever.

	 

	Seb entered the office, taking in Kael’s familiar yet formidable presence behind his massive L-shaped desk. Papers were scattered everywhere as Kael meticulously shuffled through them, his brows furrowed in concentration.

	 

	“Everything alright, boss?” Seb asked, standing just inside the door.

	 

	Kael glanced up, his expression softening slightly. “Huh? Oh, this?” He gestured at the chaos on his desk. “These are anthropology essays I need to grade. Dropped the folder earlier, and now I’m stuck sorting them and matching pages.”

	 

	Seb chuckled. “You know there’s this great invention called online submission? Might save you some trouble.”

	 

	Kael sighed, throwing his hands up in mock exasperation. “I’m aware, but apparently the university I’m adjuncting for hasn’t gotten the memo. Now, enough about my academic woes—take a seat, Sebastian. We need to talk.”

	 

	Seb sat down cautiously. “This can’t be good if I’m getting the full-name treatment.”

	 

	“You’re not in trouble,” Kael reassured him, leaning back in his chair. “But this is important.”

	“Alright,” Seb said, crossing his arms. “What’s up?”

	 

	Kael steepled his fingers, his expression growing serious. “You know we’ve been trying to locate Rowan Fyrion—Fabian Fyrion’s daughter—who disappeared three years ago, right?”

	 

	“Yeah,” Seb said with a nod. “She vanished right before her wedding to Damian Hollowgrave. You’ve mentioned it. What does that have to do with me?”

	 

	Kael leaned forward, pulling a manila folder from the stack of papers on his desk. He opened it, revealing a photograph and sliding it across to Seb.

	 

	“We’ve received intelligence suggesting she may have been in Havenford recently—or might still be here,” Kael said.

	 

	Seb’s eyes landed on the photo. It was an engagement party snapshot, with Rowan standing beside Damian, a lavish chandelier glittering in the background. Her dress was pristine, her posture perfect, and her hair styled immaculately. Yet it wasn’t the beauty of the image that struck Seb—it was the hollowness in Rowan’s eyes. Her smile was poised, but it didn’t reach her eyes, which seemed distant, as if she were somewhere else entirely.

	 

	Seb frowned, his gaze lingering. Something about the photo tugged at him, an odd sense of familiarity that he couldn’t quite place.

	 

	“Do I know her?” Seb asked, his voice tinged with uncertainty.

	 

	Kael studied him closely. “I doubt it. She’s been off the grid for years, but if she’s surfaced here, it’s critical we find her before anyone else does. If Fabian Fyrion or Nexus’s forces get to her first, it could be disastrous. You know what’s at stake.”

	 

	Seb nodded, forcing his thoughts to focus. “What’s the task?”

	 

	“I need you to check out a lead,” Kael said, sliding another document across the desk. “We’ve been monitoring movements in Havenford, and there’s a specific location where we suspect Rowan—or someone connected to her—may have been staying. Discreetly investigate the area, and if you find anything, report back immediately. Take Gideon with you but this stays as need to know for the time being”

	 

	Seb took the file, flipping it open to scan the details. He felt a pang of unease as the weight of the mission settled in. “Understood.”

	 

	Kael stood, his tone softening slightly. “This isn’t just about tracking her down, Seb. If she’s here, she could be in danger. Whatever she’s been through, I doubt she’ll trust easily. Handle this carefully.”

	 

	Seb nodded again, his mind returning to the photograph. He couldn’t shake the feeling that Rowan Fyrion wasn’t just another missing person. There was something about her—about her eyes in that picture—that felt uncomfortably familiar.

	 

	As Seb left Kael’s office, the file tucked under his arm, he couldn’t stop himself from glancing at the photo again. That hollow smile, those distant eyes—they stayed with him, filling him with a strange mix of intrigue and unease.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	



CHAPTER 3


	 

	After leaving the compound, Jensen headed to Emma’s apartment. Officially, he’d taken her statement the night before, but he wanted to check in—partly to make sure she hadn’t done anything drastic. Emma Aspen wasn’t the type to take threats lying down. He vividly recalled a previous case where an abuser had goaded her into action. She’d retaliated by blocking every single one of his online accounts—from his Netflix subscription to his work systems—and changed every password to AbusiveArs3hole. To top it off, she’d closed down his email, ensuring he couldn’t reset a thing.

	 

	Jensen shook his head at the memory, a mixture of amusement and exasperation tugging at his expression. It was a stark reminder not to get on Emma’s bad side. She had a way of delivering poetic justice with cutting precision. But that wasn’t the only reason he was stopping by. He was also hoping to see Tara. He couldn’t help the way his pulse quickened at the thought of her. The raven-haired barista had a way of brightening any room she walked into, and while Jensen liked her—a lot—he worried about what would happen if things between them didn’t work out. Their tight-knit little family was too important to risk.

	 

	When he arrived at Emma’s apartment, the sound of laughter filtered through the door. He let himself in with his key—Emma had given both him and Tara keys ages ago, given how often they were over. He also knew Emma would have already clocked his arrival the moment he stepped off the elevator.

	 

	“Good evening, ladies,” Jensen called as he stepped inside, the warmth of the space washing over him.

	 

	“Hey, Jensen!” Emma’s voice floated from the kitchen. “I’m making spaghetti. Do you want some? There’s plenty.”

	 

	“Is it your secret sauce?” he asked, hanging up his coat.

	 

	Emma laughed. “Of course it is.”

	 

	“Then absolutely,” he replied, grinning.

	 

	Jensen wandered further into the apartment, finding Tara and James on the couch. James, fresh from a bath, was snuggled up against Tara, who was reading to him from a brightly illustrated book. The little boy’s damp curls glistened in the soft light, and the scent of baby shampoo lingered in the air.

	 

	“Hey, James,” Jensen said, crouching down beside them. “Have you been keeping an eye on these wild women?”

	 

	James lit up at the sight of Jensen and immediately stretched out his arms. “Up!” he demanded, his small voice filled with excitement.

	 

	“Well, I’ve been officially usurped as favourite person today,” Tara teased, watching as James practically launched himself into Jensen’s arms.

	 

	“Don’t take it personally,” Jensen said with a smirk, lifting James and settling him on his hip. “I am irresistible to small children and women of a certain age.”

	 

	Tara rolled her eyes but smiled, her gaze lingering on Jensen a little longer than necessary. Emma, watching from the kitchen, couldn’t help but smile at the scene. There was something deeply comforting about the moment. The warmth of her apartment, the easy camaraderie between her closest friends, and James’s delighted laughter filled the space with a familial closeness that Emma cherished. For someone who had spent so long running and building walls, these simple moments of connection were everything.

	 

	“Dinner’s almost ready,” Emma announced, bringing over a pot of steaming spaghetti and setting it on the table. “Jensen, you’re on garlic bread duty. Tara, drinks?”

	 

	“Yes, ma’am,” Jensen said with mock seriousness, setting James down before heading to the kitchen.

	 

	“On it,” Tara replied, hopping up to grab glasses from the cabinet.

	 

	As they moved about the kitchen, teasing and laughing, Emma felt a rare sense of peace and would do anything to protect it.

	 

	--- 

	 

	After they finished dinner, Jensen dried the dishes while Tara rinsed them, their easy banter filling the kitchen as Emma put James to bed in the other room.

	 

	“You didn’t have to stick around and help,” Tara said, glancing over at him.

	 

	“Couldn’t leave you to it,” Jensen replied with a small smile. “Besides, I owe you after James chose me over you”

	 

	Tara laughed softly. “Fair enough. But you’re terrible at drying dishes, you know. Look at all the water on the counter.”

	 

	“Deflection,” Jensen teased, shaking his head. “Classic move.”

	 

	Tara raised an eyebrow. “Deflection? Of what?”

	 

	“That you secretly love having me around,” he shot back with a smirk.

	 

	Tara rolled her eyes, though her cheeks flushed faintly. “You wish, Jensen.”

	 

	The banter hung in the air for a moment, a comfortable tension neither dared to break. Before either could say more, Emma reappeared in the doorway, leaning against the frame with a knowing look.

	 

	“You two are as bad as each other,” she said, her tone teasing.

	 

	Both Tara and Jensen froze, their expressions quickly becoming studiously neutral.

	 

	“No idea what you’re talking about,” Jensen said, grabbing another dish to dry.

	 

	“None whatsoever,” Tara added, focusing intently on rinsing a pan.

	 

	Emma chuckled but let it slide as she moved to sit on the sofa. 

	 

	Once the kitchen was clean, the three of them moved to the sofas. Emma curled up in her favourite spot, pulling a blanket over her legs, while Tara and Jensen took opposite ends of the other couch.

	 

	Jensen leaned back, casually draping his arm along the top of the sofa. “So I ran into Seb today.”

	 

	Emma glanced at him, trying to sound indifferent. “Seb? The paramedic?”

	 

	“Yep,” Jensen said, grinning. “He said he saw you at the hospital. He was asking about you.”

	 

	Emma blinked, momentarily caught off guard. “What’d he say?”

	 

	“Oh, just the usual—‘How’s Emma?’ ‘What’s she like?’” Jensen replied, watching her closely. “He seemed genuinely curious.”

	 

	Tara perked up, looking between them. “Who’s Seb?”

	 

	“He’s a paramedic,” Jensen explained. “Great guy. He was the one who helped with Linda when things went sideways.”

	 

	“Oh,” Tara said, intrigued. “So, why’s he asking about Emma?”

	 

	“Probably just being polite,” Emma said quickly, shrugging it off.

	 

	Jensen raised an eyebrow. “Polite? I don’t think so. He seemed impressed. Asked about what you do, if you were seeing anyone. He was curious, Em.”

	 

	Emma tried to ignore the warmth creeping up her neck. “That’s his job. He’s probably like that with everyone.”

	 

	Jensen grinned knowingly. “He’s not, actually. Seb doesn’t usually ask personal questions. Seems like he’s interested.”

	 

	Tara leaned forward. “Wait—so this guy’s nice, helpful, and interested in Emma? Sounds like someone you should go on a date with.”

	 

	Emma shook her head quickly, though a faint smile tugged at her lips. “It’s not like that.”

	 

	“Why not?” Tara pressed. “You’ve been focused on James and your work for so long. Don’t you think you deserve to have some fun? It’s been three years, Emma. You deserve to be happy.”

	 

	Emma stiffened at the words, her gaze dropping to the blanket in her lap. Her voice came out quieter, edged with tension. “That’s not what this is about.”

	 

	Tara hesitated, her tone softening. “Em, I didn’t mean—”

	 

	“It’s fine,” Emma cut her off, forcing a tight smile. “But let’s not talk about me dating until the two of you sort yourselves out first.”

	 

	Both Tara and Jensen immediately straightened, glancing anywhere but at each other. Emma couldn’t help but laugh, the sound breaking the tension.

	 

	“Exactly,” she said, her smirk returning. “Now, let’s move on before I start playing matchmaker.”

	 

	The conversation shifted into easier territory, but the earlier exchange lingered in Emma’s mind. Jensen’s words about Seb gnawed at her slightly. For all her protests, she couldn’t entirely dismiss the idea of him. But Tara’s reminder of her past made it clear; she wasn’t ready to open that door yet.

	 

	--- 

	 

	Emma found herself standing in her father’s grand ballroom. The gilded walls glittered under the massive chandeliers, and the polished marble floor reflected the flickering light like a mirror. It was just as she remembered it from her engagement party—grandiose, cold, and suffocating. The memory of that night weighed heavy on her chest, but something felt different now. The air was heavier, charged with an energy that made her skin crawl.

	 

	She looked around, her mind racing to make sense of what was happening. Subconsciously, she recognized it must be a dream, but the vividness left her questioning. Every detail was sharp, every sound amplified. Out of the shadows at the edge of the room, Seb emerged, his silhouette growing clearer as he stepped into the light. In his hand, the Igniscord Seal dangled, its metallic surface glowing faintly, as though alive.

	 

	“What is going on?” Emma demanded, her voice echoing in the vast space.

	 

	Seb didn’t answer immediately, his expression unreadable as he approached her.

	 

	“Answer me!” she shouted, her frustration mounting.

	 

	“The balance is shifting,” Seb said finally, his tone calm but laced with urgency. “The Guardians must rise. They must find each other. The Prime must lead, and the Warrior must protect.”

	 

	“What the hell does that mean?” Emma snapped, her heart pounding.

	 

	Seb’s eyes met hers, intense and unwavering. “You can’t run from this, Rowan. You’re more important than you think. And I’m not just here by chance.”

	 

	“Stop talking in riddles and tell me what’s going on!” Emma shouted, the weight of his words pressing down on her.

	 

	A flicker of movement caught her eye, and her blood ran cold. From the shadows, Damian stepped forward, his tall frame as menacing as ever. In his arms was James, his small form struggling to get away from the man holding him.

	 

	“No!” Emma screamed, trying to rush forward, but her feet wouldn’t move. She was rooted to the spot, powerless. “James!” she cried, her voice breaking as she struggled against whatever force held her in place.

	 

	Damian smirked, his dark eyes gleaming with malice as he stepped further into the light. “He is my son, Rowan. You can’t keep him from me.”

	 

	“You’re not his father!” Emma shouted, tears streaming down her face. “I can and I will keep him from you!”

	 

	Her screams echoed in the room, but Damian didn’t falter. He turned slightly, shielding James from her view.

	 

	Before she could react further, another figure appeared—her father, stepping out from the shadows beside Seb. His face was as composed and cold as she remembered, his piercing eyes locking onto hers.

	 

	“You’re weak, Rowan,” he said, his voice cutting through her like a blade. “You’ve always been weak. How do you expect to protect anyone if you can’t even protect yourself?”

	 

	“No,” Emma whispered, shaking her head violently. “That’s not true. That’s not—”

	 

	The ballroom began to shift and distort, the walls rippling like water. The Igniscord Seal in Seb’s hand flared, its crimson glow growing brighter, until the room was bathed in blinding light. Seb stepped closer, his voice rising above the chaos. “You must choose, Rowan. Will you rise, or will you fall?”

	 

	--- 

	 

	Emma woke with a start, her breath coming in ragged gasps. Sweat clung to her skin, her hair sticking to her forehead. Her heart thundered in her chest, a wave of panic surging through her. Without thinking, she threw off the blanket and bolted from the bed.

	 

	“Emma!” Jensen’s voice called from the other room, footsteps pounding down the hall.

	 

	Emma barely heard him as she rushed into James’s room, her pulse racing. Her hands trembled as she flicked on the dim nightlight, the soft glow revealing James sound asleep in his crib. His small chest rose and fell steadily, and his tiny hand clutched his favourite stuffed dinosaur.

	 

	Relief washed over her, but her legs felt weak, and she gripped the edge of the crib to steady herself. She brushed a trembling hand over James’s curls, ensuring he was real, safe, and right there with her.

	 

	“Emma?” Jensen’s voice came from the doorway. She turned to see him standing there, his face etched with concern. “What’s going on? Are you okay?”

	 

	She nodded, forcing her breathing to slow. “I… I just needed to check on James.”

	 

	Jensen stepped closer, glancing from her to the sleeping toddler. “You’re shaking. What happened?”

	 

	“It’s nothing,” she said quickly, her voice trembling despite her efforts to sound calm. “Just a nightmare. I woke up and… I had to make sure he was okay.”

	 

	Jensen frowned but didn’t push. “He’s fine, Emma. You both are.”

	 

	She nodded again, her fingers lingering on James’s soft curls before straightening. “Yeah. I know. I just…” She trailed off, unable to explain the gnawing feeling in her chest.

	 

	Jensen placed a hand on her shoulder, grounding her. “Come on. Let’s get you some water or something. You’re pale.”

	 

	Emma hesitated, her eyes lingering on James for a moment longer before stepping away. Jensen guided her back to the kitchen, where he grabbed a glass of water and handed it to her. She sipped it slowly, her grip tight around the glass.

	 

	“Do you want to talk about it?” Jensen asked again, leaning against the counter.

	 

	“No, it’s okay,” Emma said, though the word felt hollow. “Just one of those nights.”

	 

	Jensen didn’t look convinced but nodded. “Alright. I’ll be in the guest room if you need me.”

	 

	Emma watched him leave, then leaned against the counter, staring into the half-empty glass. Her hands still trembled slightly, but she pushed the feeling down, forcing herself to breathe. James was safe, and whatever had unsettled her was just a dream. At least, that’s what she told herself.

	


CHAPTER 4

	 

	The dim light in Fabian Fyrion’s office was fractured by the pulsing crimson glow of the Igniscord Seal. The artifact rested in a protective glass case at the centre of the room, its energy radiating with an intensity that made the air hum. Fabian stood by his desk, his expression sharp as he stared at the artifact. The flickering light threw long shadows across the dark wood panelling, giving the room an ominous energy.

	 

	“It’s reacting,” Fabian said, his voice tense with a mixture of awe and frustration.

	 

	“It means something has changed,” Diana Daranthas replied. She stepped closer, the crimson glow highlighting her dark features. Her expression remained calm, but there was a gleam of curiosity in her eyes. “The seal doesn’t flare without cause.”

	 

	Fabian turned to her, his jaw tight. “Do you think it’s Rowan?”

	 

	Diana studied the seal, her brow furrowing slightly. “If the old stories hold any truth, then yes. The flare means the Guardians are beginning to align. If Rowan is the Prime, she must have encountered her Warrior.”

	 

	The weight of her words settled over them both. For three years, Rowan’s disappearance had derailed their plans. She had humiliated Damian Hollowgrave in front of half the known world by vanishing on the day of their wedding — a union carefully orchestrated by Fabian and Damian to consolidate power. But Rowan’s importance extended far beyond personal embarrassment.

	 

	“She’s the key to the Aelithra Vandros ritual,” Fabian said coldly. “we cannot wait to see if any of the other Primes come to light. We have already lost our chance at Mackenzie we can’t wait.”

	 

	Diana nodded, her lips pressing into a thin line. “If she’s resurfaced, then we have no time to waste.”

	 

	“Get me Damian,” Fabian said curtly.

	 

	A short time later, Damian Hollowgrave entered the room. His dark coat swept behind him as he approached, his steps deliberate. His eyes flicked briefly to the Igniscord Seal, its glow reflecting in his cold gaze, before landing on Fabian.

	 

	“She’s surfaced, hasn’t she?” Damian said, his tone sharp.

	 

	Fabian nodded. “The seal’s reaction confirms it. Rowan has made contact with her Warrior.”

	 

	Damian’s doesn’t matter,” Fabian replied. “What matters is finding her. She is the key to completing the Aelithra Vandros ritual. Without her, we cannot claim the power of the five seals.”

	 

	Damian’s smirk returned, colder this time. “And what happens if she resists? I doubt she’ll come willingly, especially after… our last encounter.”

	 

	Fabian’s expression darkened. “Then you’ll ensure she has no choice.”

	 

	“Trust me,” Damian said, his tone venomous. “I have as much reason to bring her back as you do. She humiliated me, fled from the life she was supposed to have, and jeopardized everything. I won’t stop until I find her.”

	 

	Fabian regarded him for a long moment. “Good. Then double the search efforts. I don’t care what it costs—she must be found.”

	 

	Damian inclined his head, his expression grim. “Consider it done.”

	 

	As Damian turned and left, Diana spoke, her voice laced with caution. “You’re putting a lot of faith in him. Can he handle this?”

	 

	“Faith has nothing to do with it,” Fabian replied coldly. “Damian’s hatred of Rowan ensures his focus. And for now, our goals align. That’s all that matters.”

	 

	Diana moved closer to Fabian her arms winding around his waist.

	 

	Fabian’s eyes narrowed. “We have to ensure she never realizes her full potential. She is a tool—nothing more. And tools can be broken if necessary.”

	 

	The two stood in silence as the light of the Igniscord Seal pulsed steadily, casting long, fractured shadows across the room.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 5

	 

	After completing his shift, Seb drove out to the coordinates Kael had given him. He’d texted Gideon, a fellow Keeper, to meet him there. When Seb arrived, Gideon was already waiting, leaning casually against his motorbike, dressed in black biker leathers and looking every bit the stereotype.

	 

	“You look ridiculous,” Seb called out as he climbed out of his car.

	 

	“I look amazing,” Gideon countered, pulling off his sunglasses with a flourish. “The ladies can’t resist me.”

	 

	Seb laughed as he joined him. “Oh, really? That why you’re perpetually single?”

	 

	The two men chuckled, their banter easing the tension as they approached what appeared to be an abandoned building. The exterior was decrepit, the windows boarded up, and the walls tagged with graffiti.

	 

	“So, what are we looking for in this dirt pit?” Gideon asked, brushing some dust off his leather jacket as they stepped inside.

	 

	“Not sure,” Seb admitted. “Kael said there’d been some chatter on the dark web between someone called Ignis Vex and a fixer called Shade. The cyber team tracked it to these coordinates, marking this as a possible safe house. There’s a theory Ignis Vex could be Rowan Fyrion, and if that’s the case, she may have passed through here.”

	 

	Gideon raised an eyebrow. “That’s thin, man.”

	 

	“I know,” Seb agreed. “But orders are orders. If Rowan Fyrion is tied to the Guardians or the seals, and if the Archive is planning something big, we can’t afford to miss anything.”

	 

	“Still hard to believe all this—” Gideon shook his head in disbelief. “The Archive trying to siphon power from the First Families, Fyrion being in on it? It’s like a bad conspiracy film.”

	 

	Seb sighed. “I know, but we’ve got a job to do. Let’s look around and see if there’s anything useful.”

	 

	They split up, moving cautiously through the dusty, dimly lit building. The interior smelled of damp wood and mildew, the air thick and oppressive. After about twenty minutes, Gideon called out.

	 

	“Hey, Seb! Over here!”

	 

	Seb hurried to his friend’s side, finding him standing in front of an old, rusted filing cabinet.

	 

	“What is it?” Seb asked, puzzled.

	 

	“Check the floor,” Gideon said, pointing down.

	 

	Seb followed his gaze and noticed faint drag marks around the cabinet’s base, as if it had been moved frequently.

	 

	“Let’s see what’s behind it,” Seb suggested.

	 

	The two men braced themselves and heaved the cabinet aside with a grunt. Behind it was a narrow, unmarked door. They exchanged a look of surprise before nodding silently to each other. Seb opened the door carefully, revealing a small, dimly lit room.

	 

	Inside, a young woman, barely in her twenties, was huddled on a worn bed, clutching a bag to her chest. Her tear-streaked face was pale, her eyes wide with fear.

	 

	“Hey, it’s okay,” Seb said gently, raising his hands to show he wasn’t a threat. “We’re not here to hurt you.”

	 

	Her voice trembled as she spoke. “Did he send you to get me?”

	 

	Seb frowned. “Who?”

	 

	“My father,” she whispered, her voice cracking. “Emma said I’d be safe here. I can’t go back to him.”

	 

	Seb crouched down to her level, his tone soft and calm. “No one’s sending you anywhere you don’t want to go. We’re just trying to figure out what’s going on.”

	 

	Gideon stepped into the room cautiously, his usually cocky demeanour replaced by genuine concern. 

	“What’s your name?”

	 

	“Gemma,” she replied, clutching the bag tighter.

	 

	“Hi, Gemma,” Seb said, offering a small smile. “I’m Sebastian, and this guy here is Gideon. Can I ask who Emma is and why she brought you here?”

	 

	Gemma’s voice wavered as she answered. “She saved me. She got me away from my dad and told me to stay here until she could give me a new name and somewhere safe. Somewhere he’d never find me.”

	 

	Seb glanced at Gideon, then back at Gemma. “I think I might know Emma and she’s right. If she says you’re safe, she means it. But I think I need to call her to let her know what’s going on, okay? Gideon will stay here with you. Don’t worry—he’s harmless, despite his bad fashion choices.”

	 

	Gemma let out a choked laugh, and Seb stepped back, pulling out his phone.

	 

	“Jensen, it’s Seb.”

	 

	“Hey, Seb. What’s up?”

	 

	“I think I stumbled onto one of Emma’s safe havens and scared a poor girl half to death.”

	 

	“Shit.”

	 

	“Yeah. Can you call Emma and get her out here? I need her to explain this to Gemma.”

	 

	“Give me thirty minutes,” Jensen said, his tone grim.

	 

	“Thanks. I owe you.”

	 

	“You won’t be thanking me when Emma gets hold of you,” Jensen chuckled before hanging up.

	 

	--- 

	 

	Forty minutes after Seb’s call, the sound of screeching tires outside broke the stillness. Moments later, the door to the building flew open, and Emma stormed in, her Doc Martin boots echoing sharply against the floor. Her expression was thunderous, her eyes blazing as she scanned the dim hallway.

	 

	“Sebastian Kane!” she barked, her voice sharp enough to make Seb flinch.

	 

	Seb stepped out of the room, hands up in a defensive gesture. “Emma, hey. I can explain—”

	 

	“Oh, you’d better explain,” she snapped, striding toward him with an intensity that made Gideon take a cautious step back. “What the hell are you doing here? And why is one of my clients sobbing in the next room?”

	 

	Seb glanced at Gideon, who looked both curious and mildly amused. “We were looking for someone,” 

	 

	Seb started, his voice calm. “A homeless guy I treated earlier today. He mentioned this area, and I thought maybe he’d ended up here. I wanted to check on him. We thought we heard something behind the file cabinet wanted to check it out.”

	 

	Emma raised an eyebrow, her arms crossing over her chest. “A homeless guy. Really.”

	 

	“Yes,” Seb said, holding her gaze steadily. “I didn’t mean to scare anyone, Emma. I didn’t know this was one of your places.”

	 

	Emma’s jaw tightened as she studied him, her scepticism clear. After a tense moment, she sighed and let her arms drop. “Fine,” she muttered. 

	 

	Gideon cleared his throat, stepping forward and offering a hand. “Hi, I’m Gideon. I work with Seb. And you are?”

	 

	Emma shot him a look before begrudgingly shaking his hand. “Emma Aspen. The person you just inconvenienced.”

	 

	Gideon grinned, unfazed. “Pleasure to meet you, Emma.”

	 

	Emma ignored him and turned toward the room, her expression softening as she stepped inside. 

	 

	“Gemma, it’s me,” she said gently.

	 

	Gemma looked up from the bed, her tear-streaked face lighting up at the sight of Emma. She rushed into her arms, clutching her tightly. “I thought they were here to take me back,” Gemma sobbed.

	 

	“No, sweetheart,” Emma murmured, stroking her hair. “You’re safe. I promise. No one is taking you anywhere you don’t want to go.”

	 

	Seb and Gideon watched from the doorway, both looking out of place and awkward as Emma calmed the young woman. After a few minutes, Emma helped Gemma gather her things and led her out to her car. Seb followed, trying to offer an apology.

	 

	“Emma, I—” he started.

	 

	“Not now, Seb,” Emma cut him off, her tone sharp. She opened the car door for Gemma and helped her inside before turning back to the two men.

	 

	“Gemma is running from her abusive father,” she began, her voice low but firm. “He’s been using her to pay off his debts—debts he’s racked up with some very dangerous people. She’s been through hell, and I’ve been trying to keep her safe. This place was a midway point before I could get her settled in a new city with a new identity.”

	 

	Seb’s face fell, guilt flooding him. “Emma, I didn’t know—”

	 

	“Of course, you didn’t that is the whole point of these places. They  are secret! ” she interrupted, her glare cutting through him. “And now, thanks to you two, I can’t use this place anymore. Do you have any idea how hard it is to find secure locations like this? Ones that don’t get compromised?”

	 

	Seb looked genuinely contrite, while Gideon shifted uncomfortably.

	 

	Emma stepped closer, her voice dropping to a dangerous tone. “I need you both to promise me you won’t tell anyone about this. Not a word. Do you understand?”

	 

	Gideon nodded quickly. “Yeah, of course. I promise.”

	 

	Seb’s voice was firm. “I promise, Emma.”

	 

	Emma stared at them for a moment, her frustration still simmering. “Good.” She opened the driver’s side door and got in, not sparing them another glance, before slamming the door shut and driving off.
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