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Knowledge reveals the truth.
Love gives us the courage to face it.

	 

	 

	 

	Dedicated to Josh and Becky, who encouraged me to take the world of Aeloria out of my head and onto the page — and who patiently endured countless ramblings about fictional characters as though they were real people.

	
Prelude

	 

	In the beginning, two primordial forces shaped existence: Aeloria, the Light Eternal, and Nexus, the Abyss Unbound. Together, they brought form to the formless void, crafting the universe with their combined powers. Aeloria embodied creation—life, harmony, and growth—while Nexus represented destruction, endings, and the stillness that followed. For eons, their contrasting essences existed in delicate balance, entwined in cosmic unity.

	 

	But Nexus grew restless, hungry for dominion. He sought to unmake the balance, twisting fragments of his essence into shadowy beings of malice: the Wraiths. These creatures, human-like with red-tinged eyes and shadowed forms, became his soldiers, spreading chaos and decay across the realms of light.

	Aeloria, unwilling to let Nexus undo their creation, summoned her full power to craft the Aelorians—radiant warriors forged from her light. Embodying courage, wisdom, and resilience, the Aelorians were tasked with defending the cosmos against Nexus's growing darkness. For a time, they held the Wraiths at bay, preserving the balance.

	 

	But Nexus’s power was vast, and his forces only grew stronger. As the conflict raged, Aeloria realized that her light alone was not enough to defeat him. In a final act of sacrifice, she divided her essence into Five Seals, each representing a core aspect of her being: Knowledge, Courage, Vitality, Harmony, and Radiance. These Seals became the key to imprisoning Nexus in the Void Realm, a dimension of eternal isolation where his power could no longer reach the mortal world.

	 

	Aeloria’s sacrifice came at a great cost. Her physical form dissipated, and her consciousness became bound to the Seals. Nexus was cast into the Void, his rage echoing through the cracks of his prison. Yet his influence lingered. The Wraiths, tethered to his shadow, continued to haunt the realms, seeking to destroy the Seals and free their master.

	 

	To protect her creation, Aeloria entrusted the Five Seals to the First Families—mortal bloodlines chosen from the Aelorians themselves. Each family was selected for qualities aligned with the Seals: wisdom, courage, resilience, balance, and creativity. They became stewards of the Seals, sworn to shield them from the relentless Wraiths and their dark purpose.

	 

	Over generations, the First Families upheld Aeloria’s teachings and trained Keepers—descendants touched by her lingering divinity. These Keepers inherited the sacred duty of guarding the Seals and wielding Aeloria’s light. Through their connection to her essence, they could channel divine energy into weapons—swords, spears, shields, and more—capable of permanently destroying the Wraiths, whose shadowy forms otherwise returned to the Void upon death. Protecting the cities where the Seals were hidden became their lifelong mission.

	 

	Though Aeloria’s light flickers faintly in the mortal realm, it endures through the Seals and the unyielding resolve of her chosen. Nexus remains imprisoned, but his whispers seep through the boundaries of the Void, urging his Wraiths to destroy the Seals and set him free. The battle between shadow and light continues, a fragile struggle where the courage of the few determines the fate of all.

	 

	Now, Nexus stirs within the Void, his whispers spreading through the cracks of his prison. He has chosen this moment to enact his plan to break free, unleashing his full power upon creation. Only the Guardians of legend—chosen by Aeloria herself—stand in his way. 

	 

	These Guardians share a bond that transcends love, partnership, and physicality, uniting them as two halves of a single purpose. Their connection, forged in light and strengthened by trust, loyalty, and their sacred duty, allows them to channel Aeloria’s essence in its purest form. Together, they amplify the power of the Seals and fortify the barriers of the Void. Only through their unity can Nexus’s dark ambitions be thwarted and the balance between shadow and light preserved. The fate of creation rests on their shoulders, the last hope in a timeless battle between light and darkness.

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 1

	 

	Madeline  sat at the Aeloria hotel bar, her tablet glowing softly in the dim light. She scrolled through a recent text find that compared different sociological theories about superstition and belief systems. It explored how superstitions functioned as coping mechanisms in different communities, helping people deal with uncertainty and providing a sense of control over unpredictable situations. She found herself particularly fascinated by how similar beliefs arose independently in cultures with no apparent contact with one another.

	 

	The gala behind her was buzzing with chatter, but Madeline  felt no pull to rejoin it. The academic thread before her was far more compelling. The section on how societal norms shape collective behaviours especially intrigued her, and she found herself drawn to the way superstitions bridged gaps between culture, psychology, and social dynamics. She jumped when a hand landed gently on her shoulder.

	 

	"Lost in thought, or just avoiding everyone?" a familiar voice asked, cutting through her focus.

	Madeline  looked up to see Professor Marc Simmons, her adoptive father, department chair and longtime mentor, standing beside her with a warm, knowing smile. He had a glass of scotch in hand, his tie slightly loosened, the picture of ease amidst the gala’s formal chaos.

	 

	"A bit of both," she replied with a faint smile, gesturing to the empty seat next to her. "Join me?"

	Marc slid onto the stool with a sigh, setting his drink down. "You know, you handled yourself well tonight."

	 

	"Because I didn’t stab David with my fork during Dinner?" Madeline  quipped, half-joking.

	 

	"That," Marc said with a chuckle, "and because you kept your head high despite him lurking around like a bad smell."

	 

	She snorted, taking a sip of her cranberry and soda. "I don’t know if I’d call that an achievement. He’s exhausting, Dad. It’s like he’s got amnesia and doesn’t remember that we broke up or what he did to cause it”.

	 

	Marc nodded thoughtfully, studying her over the rim of his glass. "It’s not amnesia, it’s denial. He doesn’t like that you were the one to end it. Men like David… they don’t take rejection well."

	 

	"That’s putting it mildly," Madeline  muttered. She set her tablet down, leaning her elbows on the bar. 

	 

	"You know, when I broke off the engagement, I thought it’d be over. That I’d finally have some peace."

	 

	"And instead, you get this," Marc said, gesturing vaguely toward the gala. "You’re not wrong to feel frustrated, Madeline . But you’re stronger than he is—don’t let him see you rattled."

	 

	"I’m trying," she admitted, her voice softer. "It’s just… everything feels like a performance tonight. Smile, laugh, make nice with people I don’t know. Meanwhile, I’m just counting the seconds until I can leave."

	 

	Marc’s expression softened, and he reached out to pat her hand. "I know Kiddo, you did well to last as long as you did, I know this sort of thing is difficult for you. So, if you need to leave, leave. No one would blame you. or likely even notice."

	 

	She gave him a faint smile. "Thanks, Dad. I just… I... I am just exhausted with it all. As soon as tomorrow is over with I can get back to my research and teaching, and hopefully some normality.”

	Marc stood, his expression soft. "It will and remember you deserve to be speaking tomorrow. Don’t let anyone convince you otherwise. Now I better get back in there, academics and an open bar are not a good mix”.

	 

	Madeline  nodded and smiled, watching as he walked back toward the gala. For a Moment, she felt a little steadier, a little surer of herself. Then, just as she turned back to her tablet, a voice interrupted her peace.

	 

	"Maddie… babe..." David’s smooth, unwelcome tone shattered her concentration.

	 

	Madeline  stiffened but didn’t turn around. "David, go away."

	 

	"Come on, babe," David said, his voice smooth but tinged with irritation. "You’re being unreasonable. Just come back inside. People are starting to notice."

	 

	"Let them notice," Madeline  replied, keeping her gaze on her tablet. "I’m not playing your games anymore."

	 

	David’s expression darkened as he leaned closer, lowering his voice. "This isn’t about games. It’s about     what’s right. You owe me that much."

	 

	At that, Madeline  snapped her head toward him. "Owe you? Owe you? I don’t owe you anything, David. Not after everything you’ve done."

	 

	"You’re being dramatic," he retorted, his tone condescending. "You always were too emotional about these things. It’s why you’re here alone, hiding at the bar, instead of acting like the professional you claim to be."

	 

	"And you always were good at deflecting," Madeline  shot back. "You manipulated me for years, pushed me into corners I didn’t want to be in, and then called me ‘too emotional’ when I pushed back. I’m done letting you twist things."

	 

	David’s jaw tightened, and his eyes flicked toward the nearby patrons, who were starting to glance in their direction. He stepped even closer, lowering his voice further. "You don’t understand how much is riding on this, Maddie. People in there are important—to my career, to yours. Showing up together was part of the plan."

	 

	"Your plan," Madeline  corrected, her voice cold. "Not mine. And that plan ended when I gave back your ring."

	 

	David’s hand landed on the back of her chair, gripping it tightly. "You’re making this harder than it has to be. We both know you’ll be crawling back soon enough."

	 

	"Crawling back to you? I don’t think so!" Madeline ’s voice was louder now, her anger cutting through the bar’s hum. She took a deep breath to steady herself and leaned back in her chair, meeting his gaze directly. "Let me make this clear one last time: we’re over. We have been for months. I’m not your partner, and I’m certainly not your pawn."

	 

	David’s face twisted into a forced smile, the kind that didn’t reach his eyes. "You think you can just walk away? After everything I did for you?"

	"You did for me?" Madeline  scoffed. "You didn’t do anything but ride on my coat tails David. Don’t try and rewrite history."

	 

	His hand moved to her wrist, gripping it firmly. "You’re making a mistake, Madeline ."

	 

	Before she could respond, another voice cut through the tension. "I believe the lady asked you to leave her alone."

	--------

	From across the dimly lit bar, Eric watched her, the woman who had caught his attention earlier that day. She sat at the bar, her shoulders slightly hunched as she focused on a tablet in front of her. Her dark red hair, so deep it was almost black, was pinned up in a way that looked both intentional and completely haphazard, as if she’d rushed through the motions without much thought. The effect, though, was stunning—effortlessly elegant and perfectly suited to her.

	 

	Her outfit was equally striking. Wide-legged, high-waisted trousers in a 1940s style, paired with a white silk top that hung just off her shoulders. The soft fabric shimmered faintly under the light, a subtle contrast to the structured lines of her trousers. She had a timeless, sophisticated look that stood out even in a room full of polished conference-goers.

	 

	Eric leaned back in his chair, absently swirling the amber liquid in his glass. He’d first noticed her earlier that afternoon when she checked in. She’d arrived with minimal luggage and an air of quiet determination, her phone pressed to her ear as she spoke in a clipped but polite tone to whoever was on the other end. He remembered the way she had paused at the counter, thanked the receptionist, and then glanced briefly around the lobby before heading toward the elevators.

	 

	Their eyes had met briefly then—a fleeting moment, but it had stuck with him. Her expression had been calm but focused, her posture straight and purposeful. There was something about her presence that commanded attention without demanding it, and Eric had found himself wondering who she was and what had brought her here.

	 

	He’d spotted her again a few hours later as she entered the gala. She’d moved through the crowd with practiced ease, exchanging polite smiles and nods with the other attendees but never lingering too long. She had an air of distance about her, as though she was there out of obligation rather than enjoyment. Eric had wanted to introduce himself then, to offer her a drink or a quiet escape from the formalities of the evening, but he hadn’t found the opportunity. She was always either in conversation or slipping away toward another part of the room, just out of reach.

	 

	And now here she was, alone at the bar. Her focus was entirely on the screen in front of her, a faint crease in her brow suggesting she was engrossed in something important. He wondered what it was—an article, maybe, or research notes? There was an air of intelligence about her that intrigued him, paired with a subtle vulnerability that made him want to know more. Eric was about to finally make his move when he noticed a figure approaching her from the other side of the bar. A tall man, clean-cut and wearing an expression that immediately set Eric on edge. The man leaned in too close, speaking in a low voice, and Eric caught the slight tension in the woman’s shoulders as she tried to brush him off.

	 

	Her reaction was subtle but telling, and she shifted slightly in her seat as if preparing to stand. The man, however, stepped even closer, his hand reaching out to grip her wrist. That was all Eric needed to see. He set his glass down and stood, his protective instincts taking over. He hadn’t known how to approach her before, but now he had every reason.

	--- 

	 

	"I believe the lady asked you to leave her alone."

	 

	Madeline  turned to see a man standing behind her. His voice was deep, commanding, and oddly soothing. He was tall, with dusky blonde hair and a chiselled jaw, dressed impeccably in a tailored suit. His calm demeanour contrasted sharply with David’s simmering anger. David let go of her wrist, though his eyes flashed with annoyance.

	 

	 "This is none of your business."

	 

	"It is now," the man replied smoothly. "As the manager of this hotel I am going to give you three options: walk away, get escorted out very publicly by security, or have the police involved…. Choose wisely."

	 

	David hesitated, clearly weighing his options, before muttering a curse under his breath and storming back toward the gala. Madeline  exhaled shakily, rubbing her wrist as if to erase the lingering discomfort of David’s touch. The stranger stepped forward, his concerned gaze settling on her.

	 

	"Are you all right?" he asked, his tone softening. "That looked... unpleasant."

	 

	"I’m fine," Madeline  said, though her voice wavered slightly. "Thank you for stepping in. He doesn’t take rejection very well."

	 

	"Clearly," the man replied with a faint smile. "I’m Eric Daranthas, the hotel manager. I’m sorry you had to deal with that, but hopefully he will leave you alone now."

	 

	Madeline  offered a tentative smile in return. "Doctor Madeline  Mackenzie. And really, thank you for stepping in."

	 

	"It’s my job to ensure that all our guests are safe and comfortable." Eric said firmly, his eyes flicking briefly toward the direction David had gone. "Would you like me to call security just in case?"

	 

	She shook her head. "No, I’ve handled worse from him. But if you don’t mind sticking around for a bit, I wouldn’t say no."

	 

	"Of course," Eric said, sliding into the seat next to her. He gestured to the bartender for another drink. "I’d be happy to stay."

	 

	Madeline  let herself relax slightly, the tension in her shoulders easing. Eric watched her for a moment before nodding toward her tablet. "What were you reading? Before the unpleasant interruption, I mean."

	 

	Madeline  glanced at the screen, hesitating. "It’s an article I was reviewing for my research. I’m a sociologist. My focus is on how superstitions and belief systems shape social cohesion and behaviour."

	 

	Eric blinked, clearly intrigued but just as clearly lost. "That’s... fascinating. Though I’ll admit, I don’t think I fully understand. Superstitions as in breaking mirrors and black cats?"

	 

	Madeline  laughed softly, the tension easing further. "Yes, those kinds of superstitions. But it’s more about why people believe them and how those beliefs create a shared framework in a community. For example, knocking on wood might seem silly, but it’s a collective ritual that reinforces the idea of controlling luck or fate, even if it’s purely symbolic."

	 

	Eric nodded slowly, a slight furrow in his brow. "Okay, I think I’m with you so far. It’s like... bonding over irrational fears?"

	 

	"Close enough," Madeline  said, smiling. "Though we prefer to call them ‘non-empirical beliefs’. It’s not about whether they’re true but how they function socially."

	 

	Eric chuckled. "That all sounds far more interesting than my job of spreadsheets, staffing and difficult guests."

	 

	Madeline  laughed, genuinely this time. "To be fair, you handled that situation with David like a pro. You are obviously good at your job."

	 

	"I think that is a compliment," Eric said, doubtfully. "But seriously your work sounds fascinating. Do you teach, or is it all research?"

	 

	"Both," Madeline  admitted. "I love the teaching part, but there’s something about diving into dusty archives and piecing together patterns in human behaviour that keeps me hooked."

	 

	Eric leaned forward slightly, his eyes lighting with curiosity. "Patterns like what? What’s the most surprising superstition you’ve come across?"

	 

	Madeline  opened her mouth to respond but froze when Eric’s gaze flicked past her, his brow furrowing. "Your ex is back, and he’s glaring at us like I stole his favourite toy."

	 

	Madeline  groaned, resisting the urge to turn around. "Probably because that is how he sees this situation. I wish he would just give up”.

	 

	Eric tilted his head, a mischievous glint in his eye. "If you’re open to suggestions, I have an idea that might send a clear message."

	 

	Madeline  raised an eyebrow, wary but intrigued. "And what’s your plan? Throw him out the window?"

	 

	"Not quite," Eric replied with a chuckle. "But if I kiss you, it might make it very clear that you’ve moved on."

	 

	Madeline ’s heart raced, she wasn’t sure why she did it but she nodded. "All right," she said softly, a nervous smile tugging at her lips.

	 

	Eric leaned in, his hand brushing gently against her cheek. His other hand rested lightly on the table, grounding himself as he closed the distance between them. Madeline ’s breath hitched as their faces drew closer, her pulse pounding in her ears. When their lips met, Madeline  felt a spark—a jolt of electricity that coursed through her body, leaving her momentarily stunned. It wasn’t just a kiss; it was as though the chaos in her mind had been silenced, the tangled web of thoughts and emotions unravelling into stillness. She let herself sink into the moment, her body responding instinctively to the warmth and steadiness of Eric’s touch.

	 

	For Eric, it was something far deeper. As soon as their lips touched, a voice; low and resonant, yet unmistakably his own echoed in his mind: She is yours.

	 

	He froze for a fraction of a second, stunned by the certainty in that internal declaration. It wasn’t a thought he conjured or an idea he entertained; it was a truth that planted itself firmly in the depths of his soul. He pulled her closer, his hand sliding from her cheek to the nape of her neck as the kiss deepened. When they finally broke apart, Madeline  blinked, trying to steady her breath. She pressed her fingertips to her lips, her mind still unusually quiet. It was a strange sensation, one she couldn’t quite name, but it felt... peaceful.

	 

	Eric studied her, his hand lingering on the edge of the table. "Do you think it worked?" he asked gently. 

	 

	Madeline  nodded, her voice shaky but certain. "Yes. I think he would have got the message from that."

	Eric smiled, glancing toward the gala room. "He certainly doesn’t look happy about it."

	 

	Madeline  turned her head slightly, catching sight of David across the room. He was glaring at them, his jaw tight and his hands clenched at his sides. A part of her wanted to laugh at how predictably childish he was, but another part of her felt a pang of unease. She looked back at Eric. "Definitely got the message. But…. I think I should go to my room now."

	 

	"Of course," Eric said, rising to his feet. "Let me walk you. Just in case."

	 

	Madeline  hesitated, then nodded. "Thank you. I’d appreciate that."

	 

	Eric offered her his arm, and she took it, feeling the steady strength of his presence as they left the bar together. She didn’t look back at David, but she could feel his eyes boring into her as they walked toward the elevators. For the first time in a long while, she felt like she wasn’t facing one of Davids temper tantrums alone.

	------

	David stood at the edge of the gala room, watching as Madeline  left the bar arm-in-arm with the hotel manager. His knuckles whitened as he gripped the back of a chair, his carefully maintained composure fracturing. The sight of her leaning on another man; a stranger, no less; was like a knife twisting in his chest.

	 

	He was a Llewellyn. People didn’t leave him. They didn’t reject him, and they certainly didn’t move on without his permission. Yet here she was, walking away as if he didn’t exist, as if their history had meant nothing.

	 

	David’s jaw tightened. He wasn’t going to let this stand. She needed to remember who she was dealing with. No one crossed him without consequences.

	


CHAPTER 2

	 

	The elevator doors slid shut with a soft chime, and the gentle hum of its ascent filled the silence. Eric glanced at Madeline , noticing the way she fidgeted with the strap of her bag, her gaze distant. She looked uneasy, her earlier confidence seemingly replaced with lingering tension.

	 

	"Are you all right?" he asked, his voice low and calm.

	 

	Madeline  blinked, startled out of her thoughts. "Yes," she said quickly, though the tightness in her voice betrayed her. "I’m fine."

	 

	Eric tilted his head, unconvinced. "If I may…. you seem a bit... on edge. Would you like to stop by my apartment for a drink? Just until you feel a little calmer."

	 

	Madeline  hesitated, her fingers tightening on the strap of her bag. Normally, she would have declined; being alone with a man she’d just met wasn’t something she did lightly. But Eric’s steady demeanour, combined with the chaos of the evening, made her nod. "That sounds nice. Thank you."

	 

	Eric smiled faintly. "Okay, I live on the top floor."

	 

	The elevator stopped, and they stepped out into a quiet hallway. Eric led her to a door at the far end, swiping his keycard and gesturing for her to enter. Madeline  stepped inside and was immediately struck by the warmth of the room. It was spacious yet cozy, with large windows offering a breathtaking view of the city. The skyline sparkled with lights, and the faint scent of cedar lingered in the air.

	 

	"Wow," she murmured, setting her bag on a nearby chair. "This is gorgeous."

	 

	"Thank you," Eric said, shrugging out of his jacket and draping it neatly over the back of the sofa. "Can I get you something to drink?"

	 

	"Mint Tea would be perfect," Madeline  replied, letting herself relax as she wandered toward the massive window. The view was stunning—twinkling city lights stretched out endlessly, the river glimmering as it snaked through the buildings. In the distance, she could make out the silhouette of the university she called home, and above it all, the moon hung low, casting an orange glow over the scene.

	 

	Eric joined her moments later, handing her a steaming mug of tea. "It’s something, isn’t it?" he said, nodding toward the view.

	 

	"It’s breathtaking," Madeline  agreed, her voice soft. She wrapped her hands around the warm mug and let her gaze linger on the lights reflecting off the river. "It makes everything else feel... small."

	 

	Eric leaned against the window frame, watching her as she stared out at the city. "Small can be good sometimes," he said. "Gives your perspective."

	 

	She nodded slowly, her thoughts swirling. For a moment, there was only the soft hum of the city below and the quiet presence of the man beside her. She glanced at him, noting the calm steadiness in his expression. He seemed entirely at ease, and that ease was beginning to seep into her, soothing the tension that had coiled tightly within her all night. Madeline  turned back to the view, her eyes settling on the moon. "You know," she said, her voice barely above a whisper, "I don’t usually do this. I don’t let myself... stop. Breathe."

	Eric tilted his head, his gaze never leaving her. "Maybe it’s time you let yourself."

	 

	She took a slow sip of her tea, her thoughts back to being a frantic maelstrom she was used to, but now she craved that quiet she had experienced in the bar. Making a decision she set the mug down on the window seat and turned to face him fully. There was a vulnerability in her eyes, but also a flicker of determination.

	 

	"Eric," she began, her voice low, "I need..." She hesitated, her words catching in her throat. Then, with a deep breath, she closed the small distance between them, reaching up to cup his face. "I need my mind to quiet again."

	 

	Before he could respond, she leaned in and kissed him. It was soft at first, hesitant, but the moment his hands found her waist, it deepened. The kiss wasn’t hurried or frantic—it was grounding, intimate, and spoke to a need neither of them had dared to voice. For Madeline , it was like stepping into stillness, the chaos of her thoughts melting away into the warmth of his touch. For Eric, it was a confirmation of what he’d felt earlier—a pull, a connection that seemed to transcend logic.

	 

	When they finally broke apart, Madeline  rested her forehead against his, her breath mingling with his in the quiet space between them. "Thank you," she whispered.

	 

	Eric smiled softly, his hands still resting lightly on her hips. "For what?"

	 

	"For not asking questions," she said. "And for letting me... feel something else. Something good."

	 

	His thumb brushed against her side, and he nodded. "Anytime."

	 

	The moon cast its orange glow across the room as they stood by the window, the city stretching out below them. For the first time in what felt like forever, Madeline  allowed herself to simply be. She melted into Erics arms, her back against his chest as they both took in the view. The city lights outside bathed the room in a warm, soft glow, the orange moon watching over them.

	 

	Eric hesitated, his hands still lightly holding her hips. "Madeline ," he began softly, his voice steady but tinged with vulnerability. "I’d like you to stay tonight."

	 

	She pulled back slightly, turning so she could look into his eyes. "Stay?" she asked, her voice curious but not dismissive.

	 

	"I don’t want you to think this was the only reason I asked you up here," Eric said earnestly. "It wasn’t. I wanted to make sure you felt safe, that you had somewhere to breathe. But... if you want to stay, I’d like that."

	 

	Madeline  studied him, her gaze searching his face where she found a look of hope, but she also glimpsed a touch of vulnerability in his eyes as if he was terrified, she would say no.  She nodded, a small smile tugging at her lips. "I’d like that too."

	 

	Eric’s lips curved into a warm smile; relief evident in his eyes. "Good," he said simply, brushing a stray strand of hair behind her ear. "Come on."

	 

	He took her hand, leading her away from the window and toward his bedroom.

	---

	The room was dimly lit, the moonlight spilling through the massive windows as Madeline  slid out of bed, careful not to disturb Eric. She grabbed her underwear from the floor, her movements quiet but deliberate. Eric stirred, lifting his head slightly. "What you doing?" he asked, his voice rough with sleep and confusion.

	 

	Madeline  smirked. "Bathroom" she said, glancing over her shoulder. "I am not sure if you realise this or not, but sex is messy, Eric. And as much as I’ve enjoyed this, I’d rather not be sticky."

	 

	Eric chuckled, propping himself up on one elbow. "Fair point. But... weren’t planning on sneaking out, were you?"

	 

	Madeline smiled as she stepped into the bathroom, not answering his question. 

	When she returned, Eric was sitting up, watching her with a curious expression as she gathered her clothes. "You’re putting them back on already?"

	 

	"Well, isn’t that what you’re supposed to do?" Madeline  asked, raising an eyebrow. "I mean, the guest leaves after the... uh, main event, right?"

	 

	Eric blinked, caught off guard. "What?"

	 

	She shrugged, pulling her shirt on. "I don’t really know the etiquette of one-night stands. I assumed this was standard procedure."

	 

	Eric let out a low laugh, shaking his head. "Madeline , you don’t have to leave. Not unless you want to."

	 

	She hesitated, biting her lip. "I don’t know... I just thought—"

	 

	"Look," he interrupted gently, "When I asked you to stay I meant for the night… I mean if you want to that is. And if you need anything from your room, I can have someone bring it here."

	 

	Madeline  tilted her head, studying him. "You can do that?"

	 

	"Perks of being the manager," Eric replied with a faint smirk. "Come on, humour me. Stay. No expectations, nothing more than what you are comfortable with."

	 

	After a moment’s pause, Madeline  sighed and nodded. "Okay."

	 

	With a bright smile Eric grabbed his phone from the nightstand and dialled. Madeline  watched as he leaned back against the headboard.

	 

	A cheerful voice answered on the other end. "Good evening, Eric. What can I do for you this fine night?"

	 

	"Mags, are you busy?" Eric asked, his tone light.

	 

	"Me? Busy? Never. I live to serve," Mags replied, her voice dripping with playful sarcasm.

	 

	Eric rolled his eyes, though Madeline  could see the fondness in his expression. "I need a favour."

	 

	"Uh-oh," Mags teased. "What kind of favour?"

	 

	"I need you to go to Dr. Madeline  Mackenzie’s room and collect her things. Bring them up here and leave them in the living room," Eric explained.

	 

	"Oh are you having a sleepover?" Mags teased, laughing. "Is she someone I get to meet, or do I just get to rummage?"

	 

	"No rummaging," Eric said firmly. "And as for meeting her, that’s up to her."

	 

	"She must be special," Mags said, her voice softening.

	 

	"She is," Eric replied, glancing at Madeline , who arched an eyebrow at him, clearly amused.

	 

	"All right, Boss," Mags said. "I’ll grab everything and leave it for you. Go back to your... ‘guest.’ I’ll handle it."

	 

	"Thanks, Mags. I owe you one," Eric said before ending the call.

	 

	He turned back to Madeline , who was now sitting on the edge of the bed, looking at him with a bemused smile. "Sleepover?" she teased.

	 

	Eric chuckled, leaning forward to kiss her lightly. "Well, there might not be a lot of sleep, but you can stay as long as you’d like."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 3

	 

	Mags strode through the quiet hallway of the hotel, heading toward Madeline ’s room with a keycard in hand. Eric had asked her to fetch some things for his guest, and she wasn’t about to refuse—partly out of curiosity about who this mysterious woman was. She knocked once out of habit before sliding the keycard through the lock and pushing the door open. The sight that greeted her stopped her in her tracks. The room was a disaster zone. Clothes were shredded and tossed across the floor; toiletries scattered everywhere. The mattress had been upended, and the laptop on the desk was smashed beyond recognition. Mags let out a low whistle, stepping inside carefully to avoid the debris.

	 

	"Well, this is unexpected," she muttered under her breath. Pulling her phone from her pocket, she quickly dialled her brother and the chief of security, Maitland.

	 

	"Hey, Mags, what’s up?" Maitland answered, his tone casual.

	 

	"No time for chit-chat," she said sharply. "Get down to the security office and check the surveillance tapes for the ninth floor. Someone trashed Eric’s dates room, and Eric will want to know who."

	 

	Maitland’s tone immediately sobered. "On it. I’ll call you back as soon as I know something."

	 

	Mags hung up and glanced around the room again, muttering to herself, "Whoever did this wasn’t subtle. Somebody’s got a serious grudge."

	 

	A few minutes later, Mags’ phone buzzed. She answered quickly. "Talk to me, Maitland."

	 

	"There’s nothing on the tapes," he said, frustration lacing his voice. "Looks like the cameras in that section were jammed with interference. Whoever did this knew exactly what they were doing."

	 

	Mags sighed, running a hand through her hair. "Figures. All right, thanks. Can you coordinate with the police, I need to go and let Eric know."

	 

	She ended the call, her mind already racing. Whoever this woman was, she clearly had someone very determined to make her life miserable.

	------

	Madeline  sat up, stretching and pulling the covers around her. "Okay, I’m officially starving," she said with a laugh. "Do you have anything to eat in this fancy apartment of yours?"

	 

	Eric grinned, already reaching for a pair of pyjama pants. "I think I can manage something. Let’s see what we can find."

	 

	Madeline  slipped on the t-shirt he threw at her and followed him out of the bedroom. The cozy living area was quiet, bathed in the warm glow of city lights filtering through the windows. As they approached the kitchen, however, they were greeted by an unexpected sight. Leaning casually against the counter, sipping a cup of coffee, was an athletic looking woman with long copper hair tied in a braid; her pale skin and green eyes suggested Celtic ancestry. She was dressed in black yoga pants and a zipped athletic jacket.

	 

	Eric stopped mid-step, a look of surprise crossing his face. "Mags, what are you doing here?"

	 

	Mags looked up, raising her cup in greeting. "Delivering some news," she said, taking another sip. "Oh, and enjoying your coffee. Not bad, by the way." 

	Eric frowned, stepping forward. "News? What kind of news?"

	 

	Mags’s casual demeanour shifted slightly as she set the mug down and folded her arms. "I went to collect Dr McKenzie’s belongings like you asked… because I’m amazing like that… and, well, I found something... unpleasant."

	 

	Madeline , who had been standing quietly by the counter, suddenly tensed. "What do you mean, what happened to my room?"

	 

	Mags held up her phone, showing a photo of the wreckage. Madeline  moved closer, her stomach twisting as she took in the sight: clothes shredded, toiletries scattered, her laptop smashed into pieces.

	 

	"That fucker," Madeline  hissed under her breath, her jaw tightening. "That absolute childish limp-dicked bastard." Before turning on her heel and heading back into the bedroom. Eric’s eyes darkened as he stared at the photo. 

	 

	"What the hell happened?" he asked sharply.

	 

	"The room’s been completely trashed," Mags explained. "I found it like this. No sign of break in, and whoever did it must’ve been careful—no security footage caught anything."

	 

	Eric turned to speak to Madeline realising she had left the room. He looked back at Mags who pointed toward the bedroom. When he entered the room, Madeline was half dressed and searching for her remaining clothing. 

	 

	“Madeline ," Eric began cautiously, stepping toward her. "I know this is—"

	 

	But she cut him off, spinning on her heel to face him. "No, Eric. I’ve had enough. I’m going to go home, get my dog, and hunt this limp dick arsehole down so my dog can bite his balls off."

	 

	Eric blinked, momentarily at a loss for words. "That’s... quite the plan," he said after a beat. "But maybe we should focus on the police report first and let the authorities handle the rest?"

	 

	Madeline  laughed bitterly. "The authorities? Oh, sure. Because they’ve been so helpful in the past. No, thank you. This ends now. I’m not letting him get away with this."

	 

	Eric stepped closer, his voice low and steady. "Madeline , I get it. You’re angry; rightfully so. But storming off into the night isn’t the answer. Stay here. We’ll figure out the next steps in the morning."

	 

	Her eyes blazed as she crossed her arms tightly. "Eric, if you try to manage me, I swear my dog will have a second set of balls to chew on tonight. Do you want to test me?"

	 

	Eric sighed, running a hand through his hair. "I’m not trying to manage you, Madeline . I’m trying to keep you safe."

	 

	She scoffed, grabbing her bag. "I have known you for a few hours, I don’t need you to keep me safe. I’ve been dealing with this crap for months on my own, and I’m still standing. Now, I’m going to do what I should’ve done weeks ago."

	 

	Eric pinched the bridge of his nose, releasing a frustrated breath. "Fine. But before you go, you need to speak to the police, they are on their way”.

	“Fine!” Madeline snapped storming out of the bedroom having gathered the rest of her clothes. 

	---

	Madeline  and Eric stood in the doorway of her destroyed hotel room as two police officers surveyed the scene. The chaos was worse in person—clothes shredded, toiletries emptied onto the floor, and her laptop smashed beyond recognition. The sight made Madeline ’s jaw tighten as anger simmered just below the surface.

	 

	"Do you have any idea who might have done this?" one of the officers asked, turning to Madeline .

	 

	Madeline  crossed her arms, her tone biting. "Yes. His name is David Llewellyn. He’s my ex-fiancé, and he’s been harassing me ever since I ended things. He saw me leave the bar with Eric tonight, and this... this is his idea of a response."

	 

	The officer jotted down her statement. "Do you have any evidence to support this claim?"

	 

	Madeline  nodded, pulling her phone from her bag. "I had a motion-activated security app set up on my laptop. It should’ve caught everything." She handed the phone over, her voice steady despite the anger simmering beneath the surface.

	 

	The officer glanced at her, impressed. "That’ll help. If you could forward the footage to us, we’ll start the investigation." Handing her a card with his email on.

	 

	"Fine," Madeline  replied curtly. She turned away from the wreckage, rubbing her temples. The conference tomorrow loomed in her mind, and every moment spent dealing with this felt like another step closer to chaos. Eric, sensing her frustration, gently rested a hand on her shoulder. "Madeline , I think you should stay with me tonight. It’s safer, and you might actually get some rest."

	 

	Madeline  shook his hand off, rounding on him. "Eric, I appreciate the concern, but I don’t need to be babysat. I have a big conference tomorrow, and I am going home. I can look after myself."

	 

	"You shouldn’t have to deal with this alone," Eric insisted, his voice firm but calm. "I just want to make sure you’re safe."

	 

	Madeline ’s anger flared. "Safe? Eric, I’ve been dealing with David’s crap for months. This isn’t new for me. I know how to handle myself, and I don’t need someone I met just swooping in to play hero!"

	 

	Madeline  grabbed her bag and turned sharply toward the door. She glanced at the officers. "I’ll email you the footage first thing in the morning, but could you possibly give me a ride home; it’s a bit late for a taxi” she asked. 

	 

	One of the officers raised an eyebrow, looking toward Eric, but before he could answer Eric interjected, his voice tinged with frustration running a hand through his hair. "Fine. If you’re so determined to go home, I’ll drive you myself. At least let me make sure you get home safely."

	 

	She stared at him for a long minute, her jaw clenched. Finally, she rolled her eyes. "Fine. But don’t expect me to thank you."

	 

	Eric and Madeline  strode toward the elevator, tension radiating off both of them in palpable waves. Madeline ’s jaw was tight, her arms crossed, while Eric’s usually calm demeanour was strained, his steps quicker than usual as he followed her. As they reached the elevator, Maitland appeared from around the corner, holding a clipboard and looking up just in time to catch the scene. He frowned, glancing between them. "What’s going on?" he asked, his confusion evident. 

	 

	Madeline  glared daggers at Maitland not breaking stride as she reached the elevator and jabbed the call button. Maitland turned to Eric looking for an answer and clarification.

	 

	Eric sighed, shaking his head. "Not now, Maitland," he said, his tone curt but not unkind.

	 

	The elevator arrived with a soft chime, and the doors slid open. Madeline  stepped inside without hesitation, her shoulders stiff and her focus locked on the glowing button panel. Eric followed, turning back briefly to address Maitland.

	 

	"I’ll explain later," he said before the doors closed, cutting off any further questions.

	 

	As the elevator doors slid shut, Maitland turned to Mags, who had appeared around the corner with a steaming cup of coffee in hand. She smirked, clearly amused.

	 

	"What’s his problem?" Maitland asked, jerking a thumb toward the now-closed elevator doors.

	 

	Mags smirked, leaning casually against the wall. "Oh, you didn’t hear? Eric’s big date for the night went from love hearts and dreamy eyes to verbal boxing in about five minutes."

	 

	Maitland’s eyebrows shot up. "And who won?"

	 

	Mags took a slow sip of her coffee, her smirk widening. "Who do you think? She wiped the floor with him."

	 

	Maitland let out a low laugh. "Poor guy. Guess he’s not used to losing."

	 

	"Not at all," Mags replied, her tone light but teasing. "But hey, it builds character."

	 

	Maitland shook his head, chuckling. "I’ll make sure to have tissues ready for him when he gets back."

	Mags grinned, raising her cup in a mock toast. "You’re a good man, brother."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 4

	 

	The elevator hummed softly as it descended toward the garage, the silence between Madeline  and Eric thick with unresolved tension. She stood with her arms crossed, staring straight ahead, while Eric leaned against the back wall, his hands shoved into his pockets.

	 

	"You don’t have to be this stubborn, you know," Eric said finally, his voice calm but edged with frustration.

	 

	Madeline  turned her head slightly, her eyes narrowing. "And you don’t have to be controlling. I’m not a damsel in distress."

	 

	"I’m not trying to control you," he shot back, straightening. "I’m trying to make sure you don’t do something reckless that gets you hurt."

	 

	She let out a bitter laugh. "Hurt? Oh, please. The only person who’s going to get hurt tonight is that limp-dicked bastard when I let my dog loose on him."

	 

	Eric sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. "You’re being impossible."

	 

	"Good," she snapped. "I’d rather be impossible than a walk over."

	 

	The elevator dinged as they reached the garage. 

	 

	Eric led Madeline  to his car, a sleek black SUV parked in the garage. Neither of them spoke as they walked, the silence between them heavy with unresolved tension. He opened the passenger door for her, and she climbed in without a word. Eric slid into the driver’s seat but didn’t start the engine immediately. 

	 

	Instead, he sat there, gripping the steering wheel as if trying to decide what to say.

	 

	“Are you taking me home or not?” Madeline  snapped, breaking the silence. “Because if not, I’ll happily find someone else to drive me.”

	 

	Eric sighed, his knuckles whitening as he tightened his grip. “Madeline , please.”

	 

	“No,” she cut him off, her tone sharp. “You don’t know anything about me, so you do not get to dictate my life. You don’t get to tell me to calm down or decide where I spend the night. And you certainly don’t get to play the protector when I didn’t ask for it.”

	 

	“I wasn’t trying to control you,” Eric said quietly, turning to face her. “I just wanted to keep you safe.”

	 

	“I don’t need your protection,” Madeline  shot back. “I’ve been looking after myself for years. I don’t need someone swooping in to save me now.”

	 

	Eric hesitated, then nodded slowly, his voice subdued. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I handled it poorly.”

	 

	Madeline  exhaled sharply, rubbing her temples. “Look, it was a nice night. I had fun…. until it got ruined. But that’s it. Now it’s done. Over and we can’t change that”.

	 

	Eric started the car, his jaw set, and the only words spoken between them during the drive were directions to her sister’s house.

	 

	Eric’s car pulled up outside a modest but charming brick house nestled in a quiet, tree-lined street. The small garden out front was well-kept, with vibrant flowers spilling out of planters on the porch steps. The warm glow from the living room window illuminated the lace curtains, and Madeline  could already picture her sister Tabitha waiting inside likely with Max not far behind.

	 

	Eric glanced at the modest but charming home. “This isn’t what I was expecting,” he said softly.

	 

	“Technically, it’s my sister’s place,” Madeline  replied as she opened the door. “I’m staying with her.”

	 

	“It’s nice,” Eric said, trying to find some common ground.

	 

	Madeline  shot him a glance. “What did you expect? A hovel?”

	 

	Eric shook his head. “Not at all. Look, Madeline —”

	 

	“Eric,” she interrupted, her voice softening slightly. “We had a nice night. It was fun, but it’s over. I need to get inside, get some sleep, and prepare for the Presentation of Papers tomorrow. It’s a big day for me”.

	 

	Eric opened his mouth as if to respond, but then closed it, nodding silently. Madeline  got out of the car without another word, heading toward the front door. Eric watched her until she was safely inside, then sighed deeply, muttering, “What are you doing, Eric?” He turned the car around and headed back to the hotel.

	---

	The front door opened just as Madeline  reached it, revealing Tabitha standing there in all her striking, effortless beauty. Her olive skin seemed to glow under the porch light, and her wild, curly hair was tied back with a brightly patterned headscarf. She wore soft, well-worn leggings and an oversized sweatshirt, her athletic frame radiating energy even in her relaxed clothes. Max appeared beside her, an enormous black dog who moved with surprising grace for his size. His sleek coat gleamed faintly under the light, and his broad chest and long, muscular legs gave him a commanding presence. His deep brown eyes, however, softened his imposing frame, exuding a calm and loyal intelligence.

	 

	The second he saw Madeline , Max’s tail began to sway in slow, deliberate arcs. He padded forward, his head nearly reaching Tabitha’s hip even on all fours, and let out a low, eager bark before leaning his weight against Tabitha.

	 

	“What are you doing here? Dad said he saw you leaving with a guy.” Tabitha teased, grinning as she leaned casually against the doorframe.

	 

	“Plans changed,” Madeline  muttered, bending down to scratch Max behind the ears. He leaned into her touch, his large body pressing leaning forward. “Did you miss me, Max?” she asked softly, her voice warming as she gave him a pat.

	 

	Max responded with another wag of his tail and a deep, satisfied sigh before moving to Madeline’s side.

	“Changed how?” Tabitha pressed, stepping aside to let her sister in. “You were all set to enjoy the swanky hotel and leave me to babysit this oversized teddy bear.”

	 

	Max tilted his head at the comment but didn’t seem to mind as he followed Madeline  into the house. Inside, the familiar scents of lavender and citrus welcomed her, the cozy interior a comforting contrast to the chaos of the past 24 hours.

	 

	“David trashed my hotel room,” Madeline  said bluntly as she made her way to the kitchen.

	 

	Tabitha froze mid-step, her teasing expression replaced with sharp concern. “Wait… what?”

	 

	Madeline  pulled out her phone and handed it to her sister. “Here. See for yourself.” The images showed shredded clothes, toiletries scattered across the floor, and a laptop smashed into useless fragments.

	 

	Tabitha’s brows furrowed as she scrolled through the photos, her jaw tightening. “That man is seriously unhinged,” she muttered, her voice low with anger. Max, picking up on the tension, padded over and rested his massive head on Tabitha’s leg, his soft brown eyes looking up at her as if to say he had things under control.

	 

	“It’s not surprising,” Madeline  said bitterly, grabbing a glass of water. “He saw me leave the bar with Eric, and this is his idea of retaliation.”

	 

	“Eric?” Tabitha’s frown faded into a mischievous grin. “Who’s Eric?”

	 

	“The guy I was with,” Madeline  replied, rubbing Max’s ears absently. “He owns the hotel. He stepped in when David started causing trouble.”

	 

	Tabitha leaned against the counter, crossing her arms as her grin widened. “Oh, so there was a guy. And not just any guy—a guy who makes David crazy enough to wreck your stuff. I need details.”

	 

	“It’s not like that,” Madeline  said, rolling her eyes.

	 

	“Sure, it isn’t,” Tabitha teased, crouching to scratch Max under the chin. “A guy with a fancy hotel, great timing, and... other assets? Sounds like a solid rebound to me.”

	 

	Max barked as if agreeing, and Madeline  couldn’t help but laugh. “Fine,” she said, exasperated but smiling. “Yes, we spent some time together. Yes, it was nice. And no, I don’t want to talk about it.”

	 

	Tabitha raised an eyebrow, clearly enjoying herself. “Fine. But for the record, I think it’s about time you had someone in your corner. Max and I can only do so much.”

	 

	“Max is more than enough,” Madeline  said, scratching the big dog’s ears. “Aren’t you, Max?”

	Max let out a low, contented rumble, his tail wagging again.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 5

	 

	The sun streamed through the curtains as Madeline  stretched and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. The weight of the previous night lingered, but Max’s massive frame by her bedside reminded her of the day ahead. He let out a soft huff, his tail wagging slowly as he nudged her hand with his nose.

	 

	“Morning, Max,” she murmured, giving him a gentle scratch behind the ears. “Looks like it’s going to be a long day for both of us.”

	 

	After a quick shower, Madeline  dressed in her go-to comfort outfit: black skinny jeans, a cozy green jumper, and her favourite black ankle-length waterfall cardigan that flowed lightly as she moved. She laced up her well-worn Rocket dog boots, the ones that had been with her through countless conference marathons and pinned her dark red hair back with an ornate comb. She adjusted it in the mirror, the delicate design catching the light, and nodded to herself. It was understated, functional, but undeniably her.

	 

	She checked her phone and saw a text from Tabby wishing her luck and promising to meet her for dinner. 

	 

	Smiling faintly, she made herself tea, and quickly FaceTimed her dad.

	 

	“Madeline ,” Marc said as his face appeared on the screen. “You’re at home? I thought you were staying at the hotel.”

	 

	“There was an incident,” Madeline  said lightly. “Long story short, David threw a tantrum.”

	 

	Marc frowned. “What did he do this time?”

	 

	She hesitated before saying, “He trashed my room.”

	 

	“Jesus,” Marc muttered. “Are you okay?”

	 

	“I’m fine,” Madeline  assured him. “But I could use a favour—can you make sure David stays as far away from me as possible today?”

	 

	Marc nodded. “Consider it done. But Madeline , this needs to stop. If you have footage, we might finally have enough to—”

	 

	“I’ll email it to you,” Madeline  interrupted. “But I need to focus on my talk right now.”

	 

	“Understood,” Marc said, his expression softening. “Good luck today. Knock them dead.”

	 

	“I plan to,” Madeline  replied.

	 

	“You bringing Max with you?” Marc asked.

	 

	“Yep,” Madeline  replied. “He’ll stay in my office. Thea’s going to walk him during the day.”

	 

	Marc smirked. “You just want an excuse to avoid people between sessions. Max is your buffer.”

	 

	“Exactly,” Madeline  said with a grin, giving Max a quick pat. “He’s the best kind of company—doesn’t ask too many questions.”

	 

	They both laughed. “Well, I will see you shortly, save me a seat for the Keynote address” Marc said as they finished their conversation.  Max wagged his tail in approval as she grabbed his leash and his travel water bowl. “You’re coming with me today,” she said, clipping the leash onto his collar. “Office duty for you, big guy.”

	 

	Max gave a soft bark, his tail thumping against the door as they headed to the car.

	 

	Across town Eric woke to the soft glow of dawn filtering through the blinds, the city skyline stretching out beyond the windows. He turned onto his side, his hand brushing the empty space beside him. For a moment, he allowed himself the thought he’d been pushing away all night: he wished Madeline  had been there. She was stubborn, fiery, and independent to a fault—and yet, he found himself drawn to her in a way that unsettled him. Eric sighed, raking a hand through his hair as he forced himself out of bed. There was no use dwelling on things he couldn’t control.

	 

	By the time he reached his office, Mags was already waiting, a tray with coffee, a peanut butter and banana bagel, and fresh fruit perched on the edge of his desk.

	 

	“Breakfast for the overworked,” she said with a grin, sliding the tray toward him as he sat down. “You’ll need it.”

	 

	Eric raised an eyebrow. “Should I be concerned?”

	 

	“Always,” she quipped, plopping into the chair opposite him. “Here’s the rundown for today: meeting with finance at ten, Events at 11, and a video call with your father in...” She checked her watch. “Thirty minutes. And this afternoon you are meeting with the architect for the new hotel”. 

	 

	Eric groaned, taking a sip of his coffee. “Great… Can’t wait.”

	 

	“Don’t worry,” Mags added with mock cheer. “I’m sure your father will only be mildly insufferable today.”

	 

	Before Eric could reply, Maitland appeared in the doorway, a set of files in hand. “Morning, Boss. Mags filled me in about last night. Any updates?”

	 

	“Nothing solid yet,” Eric replied, setting his coffee down. “Alex is keeping an eye on the police investigation for me.”

	 

	“She also told me about Dr Mackenzie,” Maitland said with a smirk before hesitating. “You know, you could go to the conference. See her. Apologize. Might smooth things over.”

	 

	Mags snorted. “Smooth things over? That’s borderline stalker behaviour. Showing up uninvited? Bad idea.”

	 

	“It’s not stalking if he’s being thoughtful,” Maitland countered. “Besides, she’s got a talk today, doesn’t she? He could just say he’s there because he is interested.”

	 

	“Because nothing says interest like lurking in the background,” Mags shot back, her tone dripping with sarcasm.

	Eric held up a hand, cutting off their debate. “Enough, you two. I’ll think about it. Right now, I need to survive this call with my father.”

	---

	Eric adjusted his position as his father’s face appeared on the screen. His father, dressed as always in a crisp shirt, wasted no time on pleasantries.

	 

	“Eric,” his father began, his tone brisk. “How are things at the hotel?”

	 

	“They’re fine,” Eric replied, leaning back in his chair. “Just handling a few issues with guests.”

	 

	His father raised an eyebrow. “I assume you’re referring to the vandalism incident I heard about.”

	 

	Eric sighed inwardly. Of course, his father already knew. “Yes. One of our guests had her room targeted. I’ve got security on it, and we’re working with the police.”

	 

	His father’s expression tightened. “This kind of thing reflects on the hotel, Eric. Discretion is critical.”

	 

	“I’m aware,” Eric said evenly. “That’s why I am handling it personally”

	 

	Eric leaned back in his chair, the faint hum of the secure video link buzzing in the background as his father’s face filled the screen. The elder man’s sharp, calculating eyes missed nothing, though there was a rare flicker of amusement as the conversation turned to the Keeper teams.

	 

	“How are the new trainees coming along?” his father asked, his tone brisk but curious.

	 

	“They’re progressing,” Eric replied, scrolling through the team reports on his tablet. “We’ve identified four new recruits this quarter, all with strong Aeloria alignments. Two have already committed to training, but the other two are still hesitant.”

	 

	His father nodded thoughtfully. “It’s their choice, as always. But remind them that the Order only thrives because of those who embrace the responsibility. What about the teams already in rotation?”

	 

	“They’re holding steady,” Eric said. “Alpha just completed a critical mission in the Northern sector of the city. No casualties, though they encountered heavier resistance from the Nexus than expected.”

	 

	“And Beta?” his father pressed.

	 

	Eric paused, his lips twitching into a faint smirk. “Peter’s team—Beta—is temporarily down a captain.”

	 

	“Peter?” His father’s brow furrowed. “What happened?”

	 

	“He tripped over his toddler’s Tonka truck,” Eric said, unable to hide the amusement in his voice. “Dislocated his shoulder. He’ll be out of the field for at least another two weeks.”

	 

	His father sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose, though there was a hint of a smile in his expression. 

	“Peter. A veteran Keeper, one of our most decorated captains, sidelined by a toy truck. That’s... poetic.”

	 

	“Everyone’s been giving him grief for it,” Eric admitted, leaning forward. “Beta’s taken to calling him ‘Tonka’ instead of Captain.”

	 

	His father let out a rare chuckle, shaking his head. “I suppose it’s better they’re laughing about it. A team that can find humour in adversity is a team that stays strong. How’s morale otherwise?”

	 

	“High,” Eric replied. “The trainees are eager, and the established teams are holding their own. Still, we could use more recruits. The Nexus is increasing its activity, and Wraith incursions are becoming harder to predict.”

	 

	His father’s expression darkened slightly. “Then we’ll need to be proactive. Keep a close eye on the trainees—they’ll need to integrate into the teams quickly. And remind Peter that we expect him back in the field as soon as he’s recovered. No more toy-related injuries.”

	 

	Eric smiled faintly. “I’ll pass that along.”

	 

	A brief silence stretched between them before his father’s features softened slightly. “Good. Now, onto another matter—your mother insists on a family brunch this Sunday. She’s upset.”

	 

	Eric frowned. “Why? What did you do?”

	 

	His father cleared his throat, his gaze flickering to the side. “I didn’t DO anything, and I think that might be the problem, but she isn’t talking to me at the moment, so I don’t know.”

	 

	Eric held up a hand, his voice dry. “I don’t want to know.”

	 

	“She’s just... sensitive” his father added defensively. “You know that, so everyone comes to brunch, and she will be happy again and I get back into her good books”

	 

	“Right,” Eric said, suppressing a groan. “You and Mum are worse than teenagers now that you’re retired.”

	 

	His father’s lips twitched, almost a smile. “She keeps me on my toes.”

	 

	Eric shook his head, deciding not to press further. “Fine. I’ll be there on Sunday. Anything else?”

	 

	“Just this,” his father said, his tone softening further. “You’re doing well, Eric. Keep it up.”

	 

	Eric blinked, momentarily taken aback. “Thanks, Dad.”

	 

	The call ended, leaving Eric staring at the blank screen. His father’s rare words of encouragement lingered, but his mind was already shifting back to Madeline . Whatever was happening between them, he needed to figure it out—and fast. Eric sat in his office, staring blankly at the glowing screen on his desk. The call with his father was over, the rest of his responsibilities for the morning were outlined, but his mind kept circling back to Madeline . The previous night hadn’t just been memorable—it had been something else entirely. Something he couldn’t quite put into words.

	 

	He reached for his phone and dialled Mags. She answered after the second ring.

	 

	“What now, Boss?” she said in her usual teasing tone. “Don’t tell me you’ve got another mystery vandal I need to track down.”

	 

	“Not exactly,” Eric replied, leaning back in his chair. “I need you to look into something... unusual.”

	There was a pause on the other end before Mags asked, “Unusual how?”

	Eric hesitated, running a hand through his hair. He wasn’t sure how to explain this without sounding ridiculous. “It’s about Madeline .”

	 

	“Of course it is,” Mags said, and he could almost hear the smirk in her voice. “What’s going on? She hasn’t stormed back in to yell at you again, has she?”

	 

	“No,” Eric said quickly. “This is... different.” He took a deep breath and forged ahead. “Last night, when we…. when we kissed, I felt something. A connection. Like... I don’t know. Like something clicked into place. And there was this voice.”

	 

	Mags didn’t interrupt, which was unusual for her. Encouraged, Eric continued. “It was my voice but not my words. It was... I don’t even know. But it said, ‘She’s yours.’ It was clear, like it wasn’t just in my head, even though I was the only one who heard it”.

	 

	Silence hung between them for a moment before Mags finally spoke. “Okay. That’s... something. And you want me to do what, exactly?” 

	 

	“I want to know if there’s anything in the histories about this,” Eric said, his tone firm. “Legends, myths, anything that talks about bonds or connections like this. Something that explains what I felt.”

	 

	Mags let out a low whistle. “You’re serious.”

	 

	“I wouldn’t be asking if I wasn’t,” Eric replied. “You’re the best researcher I know outside the archives, and I trust you to do this quietly.”

	 

	“Quietly is my middle name,” Mags said with a chuckle. “But, Boss, I have to ask—are you sure about this? I mean, it could’ve just been... I don’t know, the heat of the moment.”

	 

	“It wasn’t just that,” Eric said firmly. “I’ve been around plenty of people, Mags. I know the difference between infatuation and... whatever this is. This is something else.”

	 

	Mags exhaled, her tone softening. “All right. I’ll see what I can dig up. But don’t get your hopes up—I’m not exactly an expert on mystical love bonds.”

	 

	“Just do your best,” Eric said. “If anyone can find something, it’s you.”

	 

	“Flattery will get you everywhere,” Mags replied. “I’ll start with folklore and go from there. Anything else?”

	 

	“That’s it,” Eric said. “Thanks, Mags.”

	 

	“No problem. But Eric?” she added, her voice serious. “Be careful with this. If there’s something real to it, you might be opening a door you can’t close.”

	 

	Eric paused, her words sinking in. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

	 

	“Good,” Mags said, her teasing tone returning. “And for the record? I’m rooting for you two.”

	 

	She hung up before he could respond, leaving Eric to sit in the quiet of his office, his mind buzzing with possibilities. Whatever was happening with Madeline , he needed answers—and he was determined to find them.

	---

	Hours later and his meetings over Eric sat staring blankly at the report on his screen. The words blurred together, his mind wandering back to Madeline . No matter how much he tried to focus, her sharp wit and fiery determination kept replaying in his thoughts. He let out a frustrated sigh, pushing the laptop aside.

	 

	“You’re useless like this,” he muttered to himself, standing and pacing the length of the room. Maitland’s words from earlier rang in his head: You could go to the conference. See Dr. Mackenzie. Apologize. Might smooth things over.

	 

	Mags had dismissed it as stalker-like, but the idea had stuck with him. Maybe Maitland was right. It wasn’t about smoothing things over—it was about supporting her. She deserved that after everything she’d been through. Decision made, Eric grabbed his coat and headed out, ignoring the curious glances from the staff as he left the hotel. The drive to the university didn’t take long, though his heart thudded with anticipation the entire way.

	 

	When he arrived, the campus was alive with activity. Students and faculty bustled about, and the crisp air carried the faint scent of coffee and fallen leaves. Eric entered the lecture hall a few minutes before Madeline ’s presentation was scheduled to start. The room was already filling up, and he chose a discreet seat toward the back, out of her line of sight.  Settling into a dark corner near the back, he scanned the room. The theatre was filling up quickly, and the air hummed with anticipation.

	 

	Madeline  entered from a side door, her long black waterfall cardigan billowing slightly as she strode toward the podium. She looked effortlessly striking in her fitted black skinny jeans, a green jumper that complemented her hair, and a pair of block heeled boots. Her dark red hair was swept back, held in place with an ornate comb that caught the light as she moved. Eric couldn’t help but admire how she commanded attention without saying a word. She adjusted her notes at the podium, her movements deliberate and practiced, but Eric could sense the undercurrent of nerves. It wasn’t fear—more the kind of adrenaline-fueled anticipation that came from doing something she cared deeply about.

	 

	As Eric settled into his seat near the back of the lecture hall a man to his right turned and glanced at him with curiosity. He was sharply dressed in a tailored suit, his salt-and-pepper hair neatly combed, and his eyes held a spark of intellectual curiosity.

	 

	“First time at one of Dr. Mackenzie’s talks?” the man asked, his voice warm but slightly formal.

	 

	Eric hesitated before nodding. “Yeah. I’ve heard good things.”

	 

	The man smiled, extending a hand. “Johnathon. I’ve been following her work for a while now.”

	 

	Eric shook his hand. “Eric.”

	 

	“You’re in for a treat,” Johnathon said, leaning back in his seat. “Her research is groundbreaking—she’s not afraid to challenge traditional views. This one’s about superstitions and how they shape social structures, right?”

	 

	“That’s what I heard,” Eric replied, keeping his tone neutral. He wasn’t about to share his personal connection to Madeline  with a stranger.

	 

	“She’s brilliant,” Johnathon continued. “Most people dismiss superstitions as meaningless quirks, but she digs deeper, showing how they’re embedded in power dynamics and social cohesion. It’s not just sociology—it’s sociology with bite.”

	 

	Eric smiled faintly, intrigued despite himself. “That’s high praise.”

	 

	Johnathon chuckled. “She’s earned it. Her last paper ruffled a few feathers in the academic community, but that’s what good research does. Forces people to think.”

	 

	Eric tilted his head. “What kind of pushback did she get?”

	 

	“Oh, the usual,” Johnathon said with a wave of his hand. “People uncomfortable with the idea that something as ‘silly’ as a good-luck charm could reinforce societal hierarchies. But Dr. Mackenzie doesn’t shy away from controversy. She knows how to defend her work.”

	 

	Eric’s eyes flicked to the stage, where the title of Madeline ’s talk was displayed on the screen. “Sounds like she’s got a knack for stirring things up.”

	 

	“Absolutely,” Johnathon agreed, glancing at his watch. “She’s one of the most dynamic speakers I’ve seen. It is good to see her back to being herself now that she has dumped that reprobate Lewellyn. Enjoy the talk and don’t be surprised if you leave questioning everything you thought you knew about superstitions.”

	 

	Eric nodded, his curiosity piqued, especially regarding the comment about David. As the lights dimmed and the room settled, he found himself leaning forward, eager to see Madeline  in her element.

	 

	A distinguished man in his late sixties, Professor Marc Simmons, stepped up to the microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for joining us this afternoon. It is my great pleasure to introduce this session’s speaker, someone I’ve had the honour of working with as both a student and a colleague. Dr. Madeline  Mackenzie’s groundbreaking research into superstitions and their role in social control has already started to reshape the field. Today, she’ll be sharing her insights on how these seemingly trivial rituals are woven into the fabric of society, influencing behaviour, belief, and, yes, even power structures. Please join me in welcoming Dr. Mackenzie.”

	 

	The room erupted in applause as Madeline  stepped forward, giving a small, appreciative smile. Eric couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride as he watched her.

	 

	“Thank you, Professor Simmons,” Madeline  began, her voice steady despite the sea of eyes fixed on her. “And thank you all for being here. Today, I’ll be discussing how superstitions—often dismissed as irrational or trivial—play a significant role in maintaining social order and reinforcing societal norms.”

	 

	As she spoke, Madeline  moved across the stage, gesturing animatedly. The audience was rapt, hanging on her every word. Eric marvelled at how she transformed complex ideas into relatable examples, weaving humour and insight seamlessly into her talk.

	 

	“Superstitions aren’t just relics of the past,” Madeline  concluded, pulling up her final slide. “They evolve alongside us, adapting to new fears and new uncertainties. Whether it’s avoiding walking under ladders or engaging with digital-age superstitions like ‘don’t text during Mercury retrograde,’ these rituals remind us of our need to create order out of chaos. And when wielded strategically, they can shape not only individuals but entire societies.”

	 

	As she finished, the room erupted into applause, louder than Eric had expected. A standing ovation followed, and Professor Simmons returned to the stage, grinning broadly.

	 

	“That was absolutely brilliant, Madeline ,” he said. “I’m sure everyone here has questions, but we’ll save them for later. For now, let’s show our appreciation one more time.”

	 

	The applause swelled again, and Madeline  gave a small bow before stepping aside to pack up her notes. 

	 

	The applause from Madeline ’s presentation faded as the audience began to filter out. Eric lingered near the back of the lecture hall, watching as Madeline  spoke with Professor Simmons near the podium. She looked radiant, her confidence undeniable, but Eric’s sharp eye caught the tension in her shoulders.

	 

	He was about to approach when he noticed someone else moving toward her: David. His posture was rigid, his expression dark. Eric’s jaw tightened as he stepped forward, but he kept his distance for the moment, watching as David closed the gap.

	 

	David’s voice was sharp as he reached Madeline . “Impressive show,” he said, his tone dripping with sarcasm. “Too bad the cops don’t care about your little theatrics.”

	 

	Madeline  turned to face him, her expression cold. “What are you doing here, David?”

	 

	“Funny you should ask,” he said with a sneer. “The police paid me a visit. Something about your hotel room and a bunch of baseless accusations.”

	 

	“They’re not baseless,” Madeline  shot back, her voice low but firm. “You trashed my room because you can’t stand the idea of me not wanting you anymore.”

	 

	David took a step closer, his voice lowering. “You’ve got no proof. And even if you did; it wouldn’t matter, you know that.”

	 

	That was enough for Eric. “I think it would be best if you left” he said, his voice calm but commanding as he closed the distance between them.

	 

	David turned sharply, his eyes narrowing. “I remember you. You’re that hotel manager she snuck off with last night. This still is none of your business.”

	 

	 Eric’s tone was icy. “You’re done here.”

	 

	David scoffed, taking a step closer to Eric. “This is between me and my fiancée. Walk away.”

	 

	“Madeline is not your fiancée, and it has everything to do with me when you harass her,” Eric replied, his eyes locked on David’s. “So, let’s make this simple: Leave. Now.”

	 

	David sneered but hesitated, his gaze flicking between Eric and Madeline . “This isn’t over,” he muttered before storming off, muttering under his breath.

	 

	Eric waited until David disappeared through the doors before turning to Madeline . “Are you okay?”

	 

	Madeline  exhaled, her shoulders relaxing slightly. “I’m fine. He’s just being his usual self.”

	 

	“You shouldn’t have to deal with that,” Eric said, his voice softening. “He’s completely out of line.”

	“I can handle him,” Madeline  replied, though there was a hint of weariness in her voice. “But... thank you.”

	 

	Eric nodded, his expression sincere. “You were incredible up there, by the way. Truly. I came to hear your presentation, and it was worth every second.”

	 

	Her eyes widened slightly in surprise. “You... you came for my talk? You barely know me”.

	 

	“Of course,” Eric said simply. “It was important to you, and I didn’t want to miss it.”

	 

	Madeline  hesitated, her lips curving into a small smile. “Thank you. Look I think we need to talk, come up to my office?”

	 

	Eric nodded and followed her out the side door and up the stairs. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 6

	 

	The soft click of the office door echoed as Madeline  led Eric inside, Max’s massive head lifting from the rug in the corner. The enormous black dog gave a low rumble, his tail wagging lazily as Madeline  set her notes on the desk.

	 

	“Don’t worry,” Madeline  said, glancing at Eric as Max padded over. “He’s just saying hello.”

	 

	Eric crouched slightly, extending his hand. “Hey there, big guy.”

	 

	Max sniffed him with the deliberate caution of a canine judge before leaning in for a brief pat, his approval clear in the lazy sway of his tail.

	 

	“He likes you,” Madeline  observed, her voice light but her posture still guarded as she settled into her chair.

	 

	“Smart dog,” Eric said, straightening and meeting her gaze. “I just wanted to say... I’m sorry. For last night.”

	 

	Madeline  tilted her head, her expression softening slightly. “You don’t have to apologize. It was a lot to handle—especially with David being... David.”

	 

	Eric nodded, his voice earnest. “Still, I shouldn’t have pushed you. I’m so used to being the one in control that I forgot that you weren’t under my authority.”

	 

	Madeline  looked at him for a long moment, then let out a soft sigh. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

	 

	Eric hesitated, then took a step closer. “Let me make it up to you. Let me take you to dinner.”

	 

	She gave a faint smile, shaking her head. “I can’t tonight. I have family commitments, and I won’t change my plans just for you. But how about a counter proposal?”

	 

	“Are we negotiating?” Eric asked, leaning against the wall beside her desk.

	 

	“I thought you were a businessman, isn’t it always a negotiation.” Madeline responded with a smirk. “I proposed that we could meet for dessert after I finish dinner,” her lips curving into a small smile. “There’s an ice cream shop on the river near Bella’s with amazing gelato.”

	 

	Eric’s smile widened. “Sounds perfect. Counter proposal accepted. Name the time, and I’ll be there.”

	 

	Eric stayed against the wall beside Madeline ’s desk, his arms crossed as he watched her sort through her papers. She paused, her jaw tightening, before looking up at him.

	 

	“I got a call earlier,” Madeline  began, her tone clipped. “The officer from last night. He wanted to let me know that the charges against David have been dropped.”

	 

	Eric’s brows knit together in confusion. “Dropped? What do you mean?”

	 

	“Magda Llewellyn happened,” Madeline  said sharply, sitting down and running a hand through her hair. 

	“David’s mother pulled some strings with the Chief of Police. She called in favours, threw money at the problem, and got her precious son off the hook.”

	 

	Eric’s jaw tightened as he absorbed the news. “So, she bought him a free pass.”

	 

	“Pretty much, and it’s not the first time either.” Madeline  replied bitterly. “The officer actually sounded embarrassed about it. But what can he do? The Chief outranks him, and Magda apparently made it very clear that her family doesn’t face public consequences.”

	 

	Eric’s gaze hardened. “That doesn’t mean it ends here.”

	 

	Madeline  looked up at him, her brow furrowing. “Eric, what are you talking about? The charges are gone. It’s over.”

	 

	“Not necessarily,” Eric said firmly. “If the police won’t pursue it, I can file charges directly through the hotel. The vandalism wasn’t just your room—it’s damage to our property. My legal team will make sure he’s held accountable.”

	 

	Madeline  shook her head, a faint note of frustration in her voice. “Eric, I don’t want you getting involved in this. It’s not your problem to solve.”

	 

	“It became my problem the moment he used my hotel to hurt you,” Eric said, his voice steady. “And I have resources, Madeline . Connections that don’t bow to people like Magda Llewellyn.”

	She hesitated, studying him closely. “You’d really do that?”

	 

	“In a heartbeat,” Eric replied without hesitation. “You’ve been through enough. Let me handle this.”

	 

	Madeline  exhaled slowly, her resolve wavering. “You don’t have to do this.”

	 

	“I know,” Eric said gently. “But I want to. If David thinks he can get away with this because his mother swooped in, he’s in for a rude awakening.”

	 

	Madeline  remained silent, her gaze fixed on him. Finally, she nodded. “Okay. But promise me you’ll be careful. The Llewellyn’s play dirty.”

	 

	“So can I,” Eric said with a faint smile, his voice calm but resolute. “Leave it with me.”

	 

	“Okay,” Madeline  said, her tone softening, but then she added, “If you’re really sorry, though... there is something else.”

	 

	“Name it,” Eric said immediately.

	 

	“There’s a champagne and canapés event in the library right now,” Madeline  said, leaning back slightly. “I have to make an appearance, and I could use a buffer. You’d be doing me a favour.”

	 

	Eric raised an eyebrow. “You want me to be your plus one?”

	 

	“Call it penance,” Madeline  said lightly. “Think you can manage?”

	 

	Eric grinned. “Champagne, canapés, and your company? I’ll survive.”

	 

	Max let out a soft huff, as though approving of the plan. Madeline  chuckled and stood, moving to straighten the papers on her desk. Eric stepped closer, his gaze steady.

	 

	“Thank you for giving me a chance,” he said softly, his voice just above a whisper.

	 

	Madeline  looked up, her eyes meeting his. “Just don’t make me regret it.”

	 

	“You won’t,” Eric promised.

	 

	Before he could think twice, he leaned in and kissed her. It was soft at first, tentative, as though asking for permission. When she didn’t pull away, he deepened the kiss slightly, his hand brushing her cheek.

	When they parted, Madeline ’s lips curved into a small smile, her voice teasing. “You’re really determined to make it up to me, aren’t you?”

	 

	Eric smiled back, his tone equally light. “Absolutely.”

	 

	“Come on,” Madeline  said, grabbing her coat. “I am already late.”

	 

	Max huffed softly as they left, his tail wagging lazily as if he approved of his human’s choice.

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 7

	 

	Later that night, Eric leaned against his car, dressed in a tight black T-shirt, black jeans, and a knee-length coat, his sharp silhouette framed by the warm lights of Bella’s. He spotted Madeline  emerging from the restaurant with her sister Tabby. His heart skipped slightly at the sight of her, her laughter catching the cool evening air.
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